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Abstract
Women are juggling multiple roles such as mother, wife, partner and employee that could
intensify a complex transition process to a new role of college student (Lin, 2016; Noll, Reichlin,
& Gualt, 2017; Veney, O’Green & Kowalik, 2012). The purpose of this qualitative study was to
describe a transition process of women to a role of college student a to understand why they
might not graduate. Sociocultural theory embedded within Schlossberg’s transition model
assisted with understanding the transition process of moving-in, moving-through, and movingout. A qualitative research design was employed to describe this complex transition process and
to answer the question how do women experience the transition process? The study suggests the
transition process occurred in two phases (i.e., Phase 1-Transition and Phase 2-Ebb and Flow).
This study addresses the gap in the literature regarding knowledge about women’s transition
process to a role of campus student.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
In 1979, enrollment for women of all ages was 5,887,022 and at this time they began to
exceed men's (5,682,877) enrollment by a slim margin (NCES, 2018). Their enrollment numbers
continue to increase, and as of Fall 2016, they represented 56% (11,205,000) of total population
with projected numbers to remain steady at 56% (11,557,000) until 2027 (NCES, 2018). While
female enrollment continues to increase, admission of women age 25 and older has witnessed a
substantial increase as compared to men of the same age. College enrollment for women age 25
and older steadily increased to 4,849,000 or 25% of the total college population, exceeding men
(3,170,000 or 16%) of this age (NCES, 2018). Although college enrollment for women has
increased their degree completion has lagged behind until recent years. According to the U.S.
Census Bureau (2016), women with graduate and undergraduate degrees (31.7%-35,824,665)
slightly surpassed men (30.8%-32,509,612) in 2016. Many issues such as maintaining
employment and being a mother might be a cause for women to have difficulties obtaining a
college degree.
Women experience higher dropout rates due to financial challenges or limitations,
conflicts with work schedules, family responsibilities, and time constraints for personal and
school responsibilities (Bowl, 2001; Deggs, 2011; Ritt, 2008). Cruse, Eckerson, and Gault (2018)
noted 71% of women in college are mothers, working while in school, have low incomes, and
less likely to graduate with a degree in six years. Some of these women attending college might
be considered the head of house with children and no spouse or partner. In fact, Semega,
Fontenot, and Kollar (2017) indicate approximately 7.1 million females with children are
considered the head of house and are living in poverty. While women are the majority of college
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students, over 2 million students are single mothers with a probability of only 27% (540,000) of
these single mothers graduating with a college degree (Campbell & Voight, 2015; Gualt,
Reichlin, Reynolds, & Froehner, 2014; Noll, Reichlin, & Gualt, 2017).
As the job market demands a college degree, the plight of poverty for women is
disheartening and their chances to obtain employment are slim (Carnevale, Jayasundera, &
Gulish, 2016; Gualt, Reichlin, Reynolds, & Froehner, 2014; U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). Poverty
remains a stark reality when women on average are making less money than males (Fontenot,
Warren, & Mohanty, 2017; Hansman & Mott, 2010). College is a means to be financially secure
and climb out of poverty, but juggling roles of student, mother, and employee create challenges
for college persistence (Bohl, Beatriz, & Shrestha, 2017; Cox & Ebbers, 2010).
An additional challenge to persistence is transitioning into a college student role.
O'Donnell and Tobbell (2007) found age and a lack of sense of belonging impacts adult students
ability to transition. Bailey, Cranton, and Flannery's (2011) study utilized Schlossberg's
transition model to understand adult student’s needs and found returning adult business students
interaction with similar adult students are substitutions for organizations and campus
participation while learning occurred through engagement and reflection with classmates, and
adult students became advocates for each other. Limited research addresses the transition process
of women to the college student role therefore this study addresses the gap in literature (Bailey,
Cranton, & Flannery, 2011; DiRamio, Ackerman, & Mitchell, 2008; Guidos & Dooris, 2011;
Hansman & Mott, 2010; Markle, 2015; Sims & Barnett, 2011).
Statement of Problem
Approximately 11.2 million women are college students with approximately 4.8 million
identifying as 25 years and older (NCES, 2018). The majority of this population identifies as

2

mothers and one-third, approximately 735,000 are single mothers living 200% below poverty
(Noll, Reichlin, & Gualt, 2017). These women are juggling multiple roles of parent and family
caregiver, employee, and community member while attempting to be a college student (Lin,
2016; Veney, O’Green & Kowalik, 2012). These multiple roles and conflicts increase their risk
of dropping out of college within six years after first enrolling (Giancola, Grawitch, & Borchert,
2009; Horn, 1996). However, there is a gap in the research literature on women, precisely the
complexity of their transition to a college student role researched from a perspective of
sociocultural theory and Schlossberg's transition model (Bailey, Cranton, & Flannery, 2011;
Bozick & DeLuca, 2005; Chao & Good, 2014; Deutsch & Schmertz, 2011; Hansman & Mott,
2010; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007; Ross-Gordon, 2011; Wyatt, 2011).
Purpose
The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe a transition process of women to a
role of college student to understand why they might not graduate. This study was vital to
address the limited empirical research regarding women's transition process (Anderson,
Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012; Bailey, Cranton, & Flannery, 2011; Chao & Good, 2004;
Deutsch & Schmertz, 2011; Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010; Hansman & Mott,
2010; Kasworm & Pike, 1994, O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007; Taniguchi & Kaufman, 2005; Wyatt,
2011).
Research Question
This study addresses the transition of women to the college student role by focusing on
the following research question: How do women experience the transition process to college?
The study uses sociocultural theory and Schlossberg’s Transition Model to understand their
transition experiences.
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Sociocultural Theoretical Framework
Sociocultural values reinforce how we perceive and make meaning of age, gender, race,
and ethnicity (Butler, 1969). We experience age by being judged and measured by society's
notion of age-appropriate behavior (Bytheway, 2005; Neugarten, 1976). Levinson (1986) points
out "culturally defined age, grades, institutional timetables, and systems of acculturation and
socialization shape the sequence of our lives” (p. 12). Transitions and psychological
development in an age-graded society impact interaction and sense of self.
Our environments include social, cultural, and historical elements providing a frame of
reference for how we interact and negotiate our many roles. Higher education implicit and
explicit sociocultural values shape female college students "sense of self and meaning"
(Kasworm, 2003, p. 96; Bowl, 2001; Hansman & Mott, 2010). Sociocultural values and ideas
shape and guide a transition process. Sociocultural theory embedded in Schlossberg’s transition
model is situated to understand the effect on the transition process of moving-in, movingthrough, and moving-out.
Schlossberg’s Transition Model
Anderson, Goodman, and Schlossberg (2012) defined transition as "…any event or
nonevent that results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions and roles" (p. 29) and
further subdivided into three types, anticipated, unanticipated and non-events. Anticipated
transitions are events that are expected to occur. In contrast, an unanticipated event is an incident
not planned or expected to happen such as being terminated from employment (Anderson,
Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012). The last type of transition is a non-event that is anticipated and
planned but does not happen, for instance, an expected job promotion that does not occur.
Transition identification is the first step in the transition process.
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Schlossberg's transition process involves the stages of moving-in, moving-through and
moving-out (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012). Moving-in is described as becoming
familiar with new roles, behaviors, rules or relationships, and expectations of the transition while
moving-through involves the implementation of rules and expectations (Anderson et al., 2012).
Finally, moving-out is adaptation or maladaptation to the new role or behavior (Anderson et al.,
2012). How a person reacts to change and resultant adaptation is individualized and dependent
on the 4 S system of situation, self, support, and strategies (Anderson et al., 2012; Griffin &
Gilbert, 2015; McCoy, 2014; Rumann & Hamrick, 2010; Schaefer, 2009). Schlossberg’s model
and its connection to sociocultural theory will be further explained and presented in Chapter 2.
Research Design
A qualitative research design is an approach to understand a complex issue that cannot be
measured (Creswell, 2013). Women have multiple roles that are interwoven which could produce
challenges when transitioning to a college student role. The complexity of an individual and a
transition process varies from person to person making it difficult to quantify the experience
(Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012; Merriam, 2005). Additionally, sociocultural values
within each environment produce challenges to a transition process; thus a qualitative research
design will guide our understanding of the “shared and learned patterns of values, behaviors,
beliefs, and language” (Creswell, 2013, p. 90). A qualitative research design is important as it
will help capture college challenges and sociocultural patterns affecting a transition process as
described through “the experiences as expressed in lived and told stories of individuals
(Creswell, 2013, p.70). In essence, the use of qualitative research and thematic analysis will
acknowledge “the simultaneous analysis of individual characteristics and external occurrences”
(Schlossberg, 1981, p.3) of a transition process.
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Significance of Study
This study addresses a gap in the research literature about women’s complex transition
process to a college student role examined from the perspective of age and gender (Bailey,
Cranton, & Flannery, 2011; Bozick & DeLuca, 2005; Chao & Good, 2014; Deutsch & Schmertz,
2011; Hansman & Mott, 2010; O’Donnell & Tobbell, 2007; Ross-Gordon, 2011; Wyatt, 2011).
Numerous researchers suggest additional investigation of Schlossberg’s transition model using a
diverse population in terms of age, race, class, ethnicity, gender, sexual identity and social
institutions is necessary (Bailey, Cranton, & Flannery, 2011; Deustsch & Schmertz, 2011;
Giancola, Grawitch & Borchert, 2009; Guidos & Dorris, 2011; Lin, 2016; Markle, 2015;
Shaefer, 2009; Wyatt, 2011).
Definitions
The terms in this section pertain to Schlossberg’s transition model and will be used
throughout the paper to provide context when discussing aspects of a transition. The types of
transitions, transition process of moving-in, moving-through, and moving out and the 4 S system
of situation, self, support, and strategies are defined below.
4 S System: “Situation, Self, Support, and Strategies—describes the factors that make a
difference in how one copes with change” (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012, p. 61).
Situation: The triggering event or non-event causing the transition (Anderson, Goodman, &
Schlossberg, 2012).
Self: The characteristics and demographics of the individual experiencing the transition such as
gender, socioeconomic status, age, race and ethnicity, health, and psychosocial (Anderson,
Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012).
Support: Family and friends, intimate relationships, community and work relationships
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(Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012).
Strategies: Mechanisms or support to assist with coping and adaptation (Anderson, Goodman, &
Schlossberg, 2012).
Moving-In: Becoming familiar with the rules or relationships and expectations of the transition
(Anderson, Goodman, &Schlossberg, 2012).
Moving-Through: Learn, understand and balance life based on the new rules or relationships
(Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012).
Moving-Out: Adaptation or change for the transition is complete (Anderson, Goodman, &
Schlossberg, 2012).
Transition: Any event or nonevent, which results in a change in assumptions about one's selfrequiring a corresponding change in one's behavior and relationships (Schlossberg, 1981, p.5).
Anticipated Transition: Events expected to occur (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012).
Unanticipated Transitions: Incidents or events not planned or expected to happen (Anderson,
Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012).
Non-Events: Anticipated or planned event that does not happen (Anderson, Goodman, &
Schlossberg, 2012).
Limitations
As with much research, there are limitations to this study. First, the students selected for
this study are from one minority-serving institution with 25% of the undergraduate student
population identified as 25 years and older and 50% of the graduate population identified as 30
years and older. Second, the sample criteria were women between the ages of 30 and 60. Each
age range, 30-39, 40-49, and 50-60 was not analyzed but analysis of the data was as a collective.
Third, sociocultural characteristics are numerous, and this study cannot explore all of these
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characteristics. Fourth, qualitative data is subjected to multiple interpretations and perspectives
from the researcher and participants. Fifth, data is primarily collected through interviews
acknowledging the participants’ right to choose what information to disclose. Finally, time
constraints for the researcher and the participants may influence the depth and duration of the
study.
Summary
Chapter 1 introduced the study through the background information on adult students,
particularly women. A gap in the literature on women and their transition to a college student
role is as a reason for this study. Also, a gap in literature exists in understanding the sociocultural
theory embedded in the transition process of moving-in, moving-through, and moving-out. The
chapter includes the statement of the problem and purpose, research question, theoretical
framework and transition model, and the study's research design, definition of terms, limitations,
the significance of the study. Chapter 2 will present a more thorough literature review and
provide connections to the sociocultural theory and Schlossberg’s transition model.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
This study addresses a gap in the literature on adult undergraduate and graduate women’s
transition to college student role. The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe a
transition process of women to a role of college student to understand why they might not
graduate. This chapter will begin with a brief historical overview of adult students; present
literature on adult students convergence of personal and institutional challenges, provide a
definition and characteristics of adult students followed by changes in job requirements. The
final two sections will examine sociocultural theory and Schlossberg’s Transition model as the
study’s guiding frameworks.
Literature Review on Nontraditional Students
Historical Overview
Men have historically controlled education and access limiting females' college
participation (Brubacher & Rudy1958). Males began attending postsecondary institutions in the
15th and 16th-century when schools taught religious and business education to “the privileged,
especially to white, native-born, elite Protestants" (Mettler, 2005, p. 11). Colleges emerging
during this time were grounded in a rich tradition of religion for two purposes, to train clergymen
and to educate men in Christian standards to be leaders in their professions (Brubacher & Rudy,
1958). Later, Gresham College was founded to provide business instruction to merchants (Long,
1987). As the nation’s population grew, commerce and industries changed, pushing America
towards an industrialized nation (Brickman, 1972).
The advances in industrial technology required men to operate sophisticated machinery;
as a result, Benjamin Franklin opened The Junto Club providing explicit instruction for the new
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and developing technology (Cartwright, 1945). In 1833 Chautauqua Movement emerged, later to
be known as Chautauqua University, initially to train Sunday school teachers but later modifying
the education to include scientific, technological and agriculture instruction to teach rural
farmers about corn, soil, seed testing, crop rotation, livestock judging and road making (Pearson,
1912; Scott, 2005; Tozier, 1934). As the agricultural aspect of instruction grew, Justin Morrill
recommended the land grant college initiative.
During the nineteenth century, Morrill proposed the land grant college initiative based on
the arguments that America, “could not long afford to be second best in agriculture, education,
and industrial development” (Florer, 1968, p. 463). The Morrill Act or the Land Grant College
Act of 1862 required colleges to teach agriculture, engineering, and military training because
“Morrill believed that Russia’s emergence as a dominant power might well be achieved through
this awakened interest in education and agriculture” (Florer, 1968, p. 474). The Second Morrill
Act of 1890 established federal support for all land grants for agricultural training with an
emphasis on teacher training for African Americans. By establishing Historically Black Colleges
and Universities (HBCUs) as an educational opportunity for African Americans, it created the
guise of separate but equal (Comer, Campbell, Edwards, & Hillison, 2006; Nofstsinger &
Newbold, 2007). From this initiative Tuskegee Normal and Industrial Institute was founded by
Booker T. Washington based on his belief “that every opportunity should be used to educate
oneself” (Gyant, 1988, p. 98). Washington pushed the opportunity for education into rural
communities by initiating the Tuskegee Movable School to teach agricultural information, food
preparation and reading (Mayberry, 1991). The establishment of land grant institutions and
HBCUs offered adults in rural areas access to a college education.
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In the late 19th century universities and colleges changed to meet the needs of a growing
population and advancements in health and other industries by creating specialized departments
such as scientific and experimental methods and divisions to research social problems
(Plamadessa, 2017). Along with these changes, War Colleges were federally funded by President
Cleveland's authorization to educate officers in military procedures (Plamadessa, 2017). Before
the end of the 19th century, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld Plessy v Ferguson segregation of
facilities on the notion of ‘separate but equal’ (Supreme Court of the United State, 1895)
continuing segregation including higher education institutes. Plessy v Ferguson was overturned
in 1954 in the case of Brown v Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas that desegregated schools
(Wynn, 2009).
At the end of World War II, approximately 2.1 million veterans returned home with no
prospects of employment. President Roosevelt passed The Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of
1944 or G. I. Bill as a method to stop the flood of unemployed veterans (Olson, 1973). The G. I.
Bill provided veterans with access to higher education by reducing their financial burden (Turner
& Bound, 2003). Thus far historical literature detailing adult access to a college education
highlighted federal funding of education for men due to changes in the economy and technology.
Women’s entrance into college materialized in the nineteenth century.
College education for White and African American females in the nineteenth century
remained dominated by religious entities to teach White married women to read the bible and to
perpetuate their role as submissive wives and mothers or the “ideal woman” (Perkins, 2010). On
the other hand, African American females were not “ideal women” therefore education was to
obtain employment and improve or uplift the African American community (Perkins, 2010).
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Access to public postsecondary institutions such as California State Normal School provided an
opportunity for women, especially African Americans, to pursue careers in the teaching field
(Noftsinger & Newbold, 2007). Despite having college access, the notion of the “ideal woman”
was perpetuated through Carnegie Corporation’s funding to develop higher education
opportunities for married females to learn the multiple roles they lead, and resources to sustain
knowledge and contribute to society (Deutsch, 2012). While public postsecondary institutions
did not grant women access until the mid to late 1800s, their numbers increased during World
War II to fill seats in colleges and universities.
During World War II over 600,000 women were attending college with 22,800 (3.8%)
age 25 years and older (Synder, 1993). Colleges continued to witness an increase in women’s
enrollment from 1950 until 1979 in which they surpassed male enrollment (5,682,877) by over
200,000 (female-5,887,022) (Goldin, Katz, & Kuziemko, 2006; NCES, 2018: U.S. Census
Bureau, 2016). Since 1979 women’s enrollment continues to exceed male enrollment; with the
most recent 2016 census confirming women’s enrollment at 11,205,000 compared to men’s at
8,636,000 (NCES, 2018). College enrollment for women 25 years and older has increased 445%
from 890,000 in 1970 to 4,849,000 while exceeding enrollment for men of the same ages
(NCES, 2018). Goldin, Katz, and Kuziemko (2006) found an increase in women's college
enrollment was due to shifts in social norms of work, motherhood, and marriage.
Despite shifts in social norms increasing women’s college enrollment did not equate to
increases in degree completion. According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 2016 was the first time
women with undergraduate and graduate degrees (31.7%-35,824,665) slightly passed the number
of men with degrees (30.8%-32,509,612). Degree completion challenges continue for women

12

even though slight social and cultural shifts have occurred. Research findings have demonstrated
personal and institutional challenges are causes for lack of degree completion for women.
Convergence of Personal and Institutional Challenges
Cross' (1981) seminal work in the 1970s for the Commission on Non-Traditional Study
identified three types of barriers, institutional, situational, and dispositional. Institutional barrier
is an inability to meet with staff or faculty, attend classes required for degree completion due to
inconvenient time schedules, and financial issues associated with tuition and fees that were
difficult to resolve due to office hours clashing with students availability (Cross, 1981).
Situational barriers are related to an individual’s life circumstances at a particular point in time
that clashes with educational endeavors such as work schedules and children. Dispositional is
attitude and perception of self when participating in class and attitudes and perceptions of faculty
and traditional students expressed toward nontraditional students. While there is a gap in the
literature on nontraditional women’s transition to college, the convergence of personal and
institutional challenges intensify their ability to transition to a student role.
Personal Challenges
Cross (1981) identifies situational as “one’s situation in life” (p. 98) and dispositional as
perceptions of self as barriers adult students face at a personal level. This section presents the
literature review on personal challenges that include poverty, internal emotions including
ageism, work, and time demands.
Poverty. Almost 17 million women are living in poverty, a third identify as single
mothers with a majority having incomes at or below 200% poverty level (Gualt, Reichlin,
Reynolds & Froehner, 2014; U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). The research has identified women
with children living in poverty face issues due to economic changes such as the Great Recession
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of 2007, divorce or a long history of unemployment (Chao & Good, 2004; Chen, 2017;
Compton, Cox, & Laana, 2006; Guidos & Dooris, 2008; Ross-Gordon, 2011). The way out of
poverty and to better their family’s life is a higher education degree (Campbell & Voight, 2015;
Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010; Duke-Bennfield, 2015; Deutsch & Schmertz, 2011; Perna,
2015; Plageman & Sabina, 2010;).
Research indicates approximately a third or 4.8 million women enrolled in college were
mothers with two million reporting as single mothers (Gault, Milli, & Cruse, 2018; Gault,
Reichlin, Reynolds, & Froehner, 2014; Noll, Reichlin, & Gault, 2017). Struggling to survive and
in desperate need for financial support to meet their living cost, unusually high price of
childcare, unmet tuition and fees can average between $5000 to $7000 and that does not include
textbooks and other college supplies (Bowl, 2001; Cruse, Eckerson, & Gault, 2018; Noll,
Reichlin, & Gault, 2017; Ziskin, Fisher, Torres, Pelliciotti, & Player-Sanders, 2014). Nearly 60%
of working students were women and on average make less money than men (Carnevale, Smith,
Melton, & Price, 2015). For example, white women earn $0.80 for every dollar paid to white
men, women of color mainly African American earn $0.63; Native Women earned $0.57, and
Latinas earned $0.54 and are considered the working poor (Suriani, 2017). Therefore, their
limited income potential does not offset the unmet financial cost. Achieving social mobility and
middle-class status requires a college education but living in poverty increases the odds of
dropping out when unmet college expenses exceed income (Carnevale, Smith, Melton, & Price,
2015).
Internal Emotions. While enrolled in college, women are juggling multiple roles such as
mother, family caregiver, and employee that create stress and internalized emotions (Veney,
O’Green, Kowalik, 2012). Student-faculty relationships, class requirements, and concerns over
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tuition intensify stress and anxiety that are already present from juggling multiple roles.
(Giancola, Grawitch, & Borchert, 2009). These internal emotions of anxiety, stress, feelings of
inadequacy, and marginalization can include self-directed or internalized ageism.
Ayalon and Tesch-Römer (2017) defined ageism "as stereotypes, prejudice, or
discrimination against (but also in favour of) people because of their chronological age" (p.1).
Typically, ageism is perceived as discrimination toward someone based on age; however, people
internalize or self-direct ageism often referred to as individual ageism. Individual ageism occurs
"when an individual feels or acts in a discriminatory way because of chronological age" (Byrnes
& Dillaway, 2013, p. 29). For example, Kasworm's (2005) study found anxieties related to
personal feelings of being too old to compete with younger students. Colvin's (2013) study
revealed the faculty's use of language and discussion of theory created feelings of inadequacy
due to their age and extended periods away from formal education. Adult college students have
life experiences, qualities and roles they bring to the classroom yet when their experiences were
not valued, feeling different, marginal and old become internalized (Colvin, 2013; Kasworm,
2005). When adult students do not feel a part of the campus community or feel isolated blaming
their age enhances their internalized ageism further perpetuating fear of failure, self-blame, and
inadequacies to be a college student (Bailey, Cranton, & Flannery, 2011; Bowl, 2001; Deggs,
2011; Keith, 2007; Simi & Matusitz, 2016).
Work Conflict. Adult students work full-time to support a family and pay for college.
However, Carnevale, Smith, Melton, & Price (2015) study found working jobs paying the federal
minimum rate will not cover tuition and fee cost. Ziskin, Fisher, Torres, Pelliciotti, & PlayerSanders (2014) study pointed out adult students typically work in a service industry that pays
low wages, and they lack supervisor support for attending college. When job demands collide
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with class assignment and attendance both become challenging placing students in a position to
choose between work and college (Deggs, 2011; Giancola, Grawitch, & Borchert, 2009).
Working adult students perceive their identity as an employee first and a student second and
when conflicts occur work became a priority placing assignments and attendance in jeopardy
(Chen, 2017; Giancola, Grawitch, & Borchert, 2009; Ziskin, Fisher, Torres, Pelliciotti, & PlayerSanders, 2014).
Time Demands. Time is the most valuable commodity yet in limited supply for adult
students handling work, family and school responsibilities. Time is a barrier, especially for
female students who spend over 30 hours per week caring for children (Bowl, 2001; Deggs,
2011; Gault, Reichlin, Reynolds, & Froehner, 2014). As a matter of fact, 50% of children are
five years old or younger require more time demands for women (Noll, Reichlin & Gault, 2017).
With their limited amount of time to devote to school, study time can disappear at any given
moment when a child is in need of parental care. Classes place time demands on students to be
physically in class during specified periods each week. Chen (2017) found rigid class structures
requiring physical presence to obtain grades create conflict when adult students, particularly
women with children, need to be absent from class. Some students develop a calendaring system
to keep track of critical dates and times and to avoid conflicts. Duquaine-Watson (2017) found
“that meticulously planned schedules were simply impossible to maintain” (p. 108) when
juggling multiple roles and requirements.
Institutional Challenges
Higher education institutions are designed to meet the needs of traditional students from
access to success (Blair, 2010; Hagedorn, 2005; Kasworm & Pike, 1994; Taniguchi & Kaufman,
2005). Gearing services, support systems, and class schedules for traditional students overlook
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the needs of adult students by creating institutional challenges. This section presents the
institutional challenges regarding access, financial aid, marginalization, institutional ageism, and
lack of institutional support affecting transition.
Access. Access is often referred to as an ability to enroll and secure financial assistance
for higher education opportunities (Ritt, 2008). Access for adult students includes an inability to
engage with student services, non-academic offices, faculty, and other support resources (Bailey,
Cranton, & Flannery, 2011; Bean & Metzner, 1985; Flint, 2005). When business and financial
aid offices, academic advising and student support offices and classes operate on traditional
business hours of Monday through Friday, services become inaccessible for adult students due to
many responsibilities (Choitz & Strawn, 2011). Faculty access is often hampered by employment
conflicts resulting in limited to no access (Deggs, 2011; Veney, O'Green, & Kowalik, 2012).
Unfortunately, lack of access to needed services creates a hardship for adult students requiring
information to maintain participation.
Financial Aid. Adult students struggle to pay for rising tuition costs as a result of other
financial obligations such as childcare, increased transportation costs to and from campus, rent or
mortgage, and care for overall family needs (Better, Boatman, & Long, 2013; Bowl, 2001;
Fairchild, 2003; Hansman & Mott, 2010). Their limited college knowledge about financial aid
systems place them at risk for higher than expected family contributions because of late
applications and inability to secure scholarships (Advisory Committee on Student Financial
Assistance, 2012; Bettinger, Boatman, & Long, 2013; Blair, 2010; Guidos and Dooris, 2008).
Ziskin, Fisher, Torres, Pelliciotti, and Player-Sanders (2014) found uncertainty, anxiety, and
inability to make sense of financial aid are reasons for a delay in applying or not applying. With
limited knowledge about financial aid women with children have a higher level of college
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financial debt and less financial resources to contribute to their education than men (Bowl, 2001;
Gault, Reichlin, Reynolds, & Froehner, 2014).
Marginalization. Blair (2010) states "the word ‘nontraditional' describes the kind of
academic programs that are designed for and offered to adult students by so many hundreds of
institutions, primarily because it conveys the connotation of ‘marginal' or even ‘experimental'"
(p.32). As Blair indicates the mere word "nontraditional" suggests they are different from the rest
of the student population and not recognized within a campus community. Despite the inference,
higher education institutions, U.S. Department of Education, and researchers use the word
nontraditional student as a label with unintentional marginalization ramifications (Sims &
Barnett, 2015). University administrators overlook and do not recognize the many roles of
nontraditional students, such as mother, student, and commuter, employee, and head of
household thus perceiving them as an invisible commodity (Bowl, 2001; Chen, 2017; Flint,
2005; Hansman & Mott, 2010; Home, 1998). When life experiences including poverty and
racism are dismissed "students quickly learn that no matter what they already know or care
about, what counts are only the expertise and judgments of faculty and the rules they generate"
(Coulter & Mandell, 2012, p. 41).
Institutional Ageism. Brynes and Dillaway (2013) define institutional ageism as “the
enactment and adherence to laws, rules, policies, and practices that systematically disadvantage
older individuals” (p. 30). Adult students experience institutional ageism through policies,
practices, and services in which Simi & Matusitz (2016) state
This is revealed in college mission statements, advertising, representation, and
elimination of adult necessities informing procedures, curricula, and outreach services.
Whether it is policy, curriculum, attitudes, teaching environment, or financial aid, adult
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undergraduates report being abandoned, receiving prejudice, and rejected from
opportunities. (p. 397).
Universities disregard their presence, their diversity, and contribution to the institutions' mission
of education (Veney, O'Green & Kowalik, 2012). Retention and persistence benchmarks and
theories were designed for traditional age student rendering them inapplicable for the
nontraditional students (Flint, 2005; Guidos & Dooris, 2008; Inman & Pascarella, 1997; Tinto,
1997).
Lack of Support. When higher education institutions do not offer necessary resources to
adult students this present challenges to transitioning successfully to a college student role. For
example, adult students attend orientation programs geared toward traditional students, and
younger student advocates are not equipped to answer their questions about child care, remedial
courses, career counseling or financial aid (Astin, 2006; Bundy & Smith, 2004;). Often academic
advisors lack the knowledge to provide advice and guidance about degrees to achieve career
aspirations (Bowl, 2001; Carnevale, Smith, & Strohl, 2010). Additionally, research has
demonstrated programs geared toward traditional students do not meet the needs of a diverse
adult student population (Chen, 2017; Wyatt, 2011).
As shown above, personal challenges of poverty, internal emotions including ageism,
work, and time demands and institutional challenges of access, financial aid, marginalization,
institutional ageism, and lack of institutional support hamper an acquisition of college student
role through a transition process. By the same token, how colleges and researchers label adult
students can produce angst when attempting to shift between their multitudes of roles. The next
section provides an overview of the many labels and definitions for adult students.
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Definition and Characteristics of Adult Students
Horn’s definition and characteristics. Horn (1996) describes the nontraditional
undergraduate student as possessing seven characteristics: delayed enrollment by a year or more
post-high school, part-time student, works full-time, financially independent for purposes of
financial aid, has dependents other than a spouse, single parent, and a high school diploma, GED
or other certificates. In addition to these characteristics, Horn (1996) also developed a risk level
for college completion based on the number of characteristics for nontraditional undergraduate
students. The risk levels for college completion are: minimally risk was a student with one
characteristic; moderate risk was two to three characteristics; and high risk as four or more
characteristics. These risk levels provide information to understand nontraditional students’ life
situations, competing conflicts, and the probability of not completing a degree within six years of
first enrollment (Horn, 1996).
Bean and Metzler’s definition. A second well-known definition by Bean and Metzner
(1985) describe the characteristics of the nontraditional students as age, place of residence and
enrollment status. Nontraditional students are often defined by their age; however, Bean and
Metzner (1985) note that place of residence, enrollment type and full-time work was prominent
characteristics. Nontraditional undergraduate students tend to work full-time, have a family, and
live off campus. Commuting to college is a trait often overlooked and decreases the time spent
on campus with time limited to primarily the classroom (Bean & Metzler, 1985; Tinto, 1997).
Additional characteristics and labels. The Department of Education recognizes Horn’s
original definition of nontraditional students. However, other researchers identify characteristics
such as veterans, first generation, and disengaged youth and adults, race, class, gender, sexual
orientation, and academic ability as characteristics impacting college completion (Flint, 2005;
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Hansmon & Mott, 2010). All of these various characteristics are couched under many labels such
as mature student or mature age-adult learners, adult student or adult learner often used
interchangeably, nontraditional adult learners and working learners with varying and similar
definitions and descriptors. For instance, Baxter and Britton (2001) defined a mature student as a
“group of people who are attempting to use education to shape their biographies and identities in
a reflexive way” (p. 88). Whereas, mature-age adult learners or mature students were categorized
over 24 years of age, employed, have family children and grandchildren (Martin & Chen, 2016;
Mitescu, 2014). Baxter and Britton's mature student is anyone regardless of age, which is in
contrast to others such as Martin and Chen differentiating mature by age. Adult student or adult
learner has the following characteristics of pursuing vocational certificate or degree, improve
work skills, identify as workers or employees and not a student, enrolled in distant or online
education, primary language was not English (Compton, Cox, and Laanan, 2006). Finally,
working learners were primarily women, minimum age of 16 years, working at least 30 hours a
week and attending college (Carnevale, Smith, Melton, & Price, 2015).
Many labels have been assigned to college students to signify they are outside of society's
notion of a traditional college student that being at least 17 years of age and attending college
immediately after high school. These numerous labels ascribe age as a predominant factor to
indicate nontraditional, adult, and mature. Besides a means to label these college students, the
characteristics and descriptors have been a method to determine financial aid and to assign risk
factors for completion. National Center for Education Statistics (2018) utilizes age, over 24 years
old, as to qualify a student as independent from parental support and eligibility for financial aid.
However, students under the age of 24 years old can qualify to obtain financial aid when;
married, have children or dependents other than children or spouse, active in the military, a
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veteran, from age 13 parents were deceased or in foster care or a ward of the court, an
emancipated minor, and homeless (NCES, 2018). These qualifiers, regardless of age, place many
students into a category of nontraditional and indicate potential risk factors for degree
completion.
Applying age as a qualification marker to be labeled as an adult college student can be
applied to all students 18 and older. According to adult development theories, adulthood has
many stages beginning at age 18. For example, an emerging adult is 18-24 years of age, working
part-time, dependent on parents and involved in short-term relationships, attending college
(Bjorklund, 2015). Adulthood begins at age 25 years in which life experiences change
developing intimate relationships or beginning a family, job or career and involvement with the
community in which one lives and work and developmental milestones become different as an
individual age (Bjorklund, 2015; Hansman & Mott, 2010). The terms traditional or
nontraditional are archaic terms when economic conditions force many students to work
(Carnevale, Smith, Melton, & Price, 2015). From this perspective, a logical conclusion is all
students are adults rendering them adult students.
Societal norms are graded by age. Society’s expectations of college, work, and marriage
are considered on an age-graded social clock (Bjorklund, 2015; Neugarten, 1976). The agegraded social clock reminds adults as to whether they are in or out of sync or off time based on
the societal expectation of age-appropriate behaviors (Neugarten, 1976). Age is a factor for
understanding adult students perception of self and how they compare oneself to other students
and the university. Societal and cultural expectations of age influence how individuals recognize
college students.
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Given this multitude of labels and descriptors for adult students, the operational
definition for this study will be women, age 30 to 60, full or part-time student, works full or parttime or not employed, and seeking an undergraduate or graduate degree. To summarize, women
students encounter personal and institutional challenges as well as labels that marginalize their
student status, which can cause struggles to transition to a college student role. In turn, these
transition struggles can prevent women from pursuing and completing a degree continuing a
cycle of poverty (Kasworm, 2008). The cycle continues when a global economy changes and
technological advances have created a college degree driven job market.
Changes in Job Requirements
Historically, industrial-technological advances have changed job requirements and skills
prompting a need for employers to seek out employees with specific skills most often acquired
through higher education. Deane (1950) reported employers were urging their employees to
attend college to acquire transferable skills to meet the needs of a changing work environment. In
2006, Mazzeo, Roberts, Spence, and Strawn pointed out "…jobs requiring postsecondary
credentials is projected to grow at rates that outpaces jobs requiring high school or less by 60
percent…” (p. 1). More recently, 99% of the jobs created after the Great Recession of 2007
required more than a high school education (CLASP, 2017). Employers are seeking employees
with analytical, communication, and technology skills, all requiring a college degree (Ganzglass,
2014).
Technological advances shaped the age of knowledge thus replacing the industrial age
requiring more employees to have a college education (Ganzglass, 2014). For example, the
current knowledge age require skills in areas of communication and analytics and computer and
information technology (Ganzglass, 2014; Hansman & Mott, 2010). To maintain competitive in
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a job market driven by technology, employees need a college education to have "the ability to
think critically, solve problems, communicate effectively, manage technology, and adapt to
changing needs of the workplace" (Ritt 2008, p. 13). Without these skills, adults may experience
long-term unemployment or layoffs in which employment options are low wage jobs, lack of
upward mobility within a company, and an inability to secure a salary increase (Chao & Good,
2004; Hansman & Mott, 2010; Luzzo, 1999).
Section Summary
This section presented historical information on adult students participating in higher
education and women's entrance into college and continued increase of women. Personal and
institutional challenges converge at many levels, pointing out how higher education practices and
policies are tailored for traditional students (Deggs, 2011; Schlossberg, Lynch & Chickering,
1989; Veney, O'Green, & Kowalik, 2012). The multitude of challenges faced by women forces
them to find means to adapt to being a college student or to give up and drop out (Bowl, 2001;
Chen, 2017; Duetsch & Schmertz, 2011; Gault, Reichlin, Reynolds, & Froehner, 2014). These
challenges often collide creating a cyclical affect on how these students interact with the college
environment and their transition process. Given these emerging areas within the literature review
on the converging of personal and institutional challenges, sociocultural theory embedded in
Schlossberg's transition model is nicely positioned to help understand women’s transition
process to a college student role.
Sociocultural Theory
Vygotsky (1978) "emphasized the dominant role of society" (p. 22) and historical and
cultural factors shaping human development. First, historical events affect and inform adult
development (Bjorklund, 2015). For example, the Great Recession of 2007 resulted in increased
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unemployment and financial instability for adults and industries (Carnevale, Smith, & Stroh,
2010); the 2009 aftermath caused colleges to experience an upsurge in enrollment, specifically
adult students (Shapiro et al., 2015). Historical events contain information to understand adult
students through what has happened and the impact for their future. Vygotsky (1978) noted
historical influences equip people with the "capacity to learn from the past, to imagine, and to
plan for the future" (p. 129). Human development is a product of historical information, cultural
values and norms, and social interaction.
This study considers the theoretical framework of sociocultural theory to understand how
women navigate a transition process to a college student role. Hansman and Mott (2010) state
sociocultural considerations are "how race, class, ethnicity, social class, gender, sexual identity,
and physical ability shape one's growth and development throughout adulthood" (p. 15).
Additionally, social identities and institutions such as a parent, spouse, friend, student, and
employee, religion, postsecondary education, and welfare systems shape adult development
(Clark & Caffarella, 1999). Sociocultural environments such as immediate and extended family,
work, children's school and neighborhoods have different forms of social interaction and
requisite behaviors providing information to shape behavior, life course, and transitions (Deutsch
& Schmertz, 2011). Examining how sociocultural factors such as gender, age, and higher
education impact moving-in, moving-through, and moving-out can potentially demonstrate a
transition trajectory. For this reason, how women consider sociocultural values, customs and
norms are significant components to understand the interplay of the converging personal and
institutional challenges such as age, poverty, and employment have a cause and effect to
transitions. Therefore, how an adult perceives and responds to the transition is connected to how
they understand their environments.
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Schlossberg’s Transition Model
Transitions are a complex set of events occurring in an individual’s life as a result of
something expected or unexpected. Schlossberg (1981) found individuals throughout their
lifetime will experience some form of a transitional event either as anticipated, unanticipated, or
non-event. Anderson, Goodman, and Schlossberg (2012) identify that an anticipated event is
planned and occurs to assist an individual in preparing mentally and easing into the transition,
such as establishing a retirement date. An unanticipated event is an incident that was not planned
or expected to happen such as termination of employment. Unanticipated events can be
overwhelming for an individual creating chaos and emotional disequilibrium. Non-events are
anticipated and planned events that do not happen. Transitions occur at any age and time altering
a person’s life and behavior.
Schlossberg’s transition model involves the stages of moving-in, moving-through and
moving-out (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg 2012). Moving-in is described as becoming
familiar with rules or relationships, and expectations of the transition (Anderson et al., 2012). For
example, adult students begin to learn the expectations of class and assignments while learning
how to juggle work and family life. Moving through begins with adult students balancing life
and college (Anderson et al., 2012). The final component is moving out or the end of the
transition for which the individual has adapted to the new role. Sargent and Schlossberg’s (1988)
4 S system supports each transition phase.
Sargent and Schlossberg (1988) state, “adult readiness for change depends on four S’s
situation, support, self, and strategies” (p. 58). The situation is an anticipated, unanticipated or
nonevent controlled by the timing of the circumstance, the triggering mechanism and personal
control over an event (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg 2012). For example, the Great
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Recession of 2007 resulted in the closing of businesses and layoffs in which employees had no
control over the event. Anderson et al. (2012) state, “Social support is often said to be the key to
handling stress” (p. 83) that include family and friends, intimate relationships, and community
and work relationships. For instance, a single mother with the support of her parents receives
help in providing childcare. Whereas, a single mother and sole caretaker must seek out assistance
through daycare to attend a class which in turn impacts financial resources. Self includes profile
characteristics and personal demographics an individual brings to the transition. Profile
characteristics often consist of optimism, attitudes, psychological resources, values and
spirituality (Anderson et al., 2012). Personal demographic characteristics include gender,
socioeconomic status, age, race and ethnicity, and health (Anderson et al., 2012). Strategies are
mechanisms to assist in the coping process and “there is no single magical coping strategy”
(Schlossberg, 2011, p. 161). Robust support systems and psychological beliefs aid in the
development of identifying strategies and effectiveness of a strategy determines an outcome of
adaptation (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012). The situation, support, self, and
strategies are systems used to move from preoccupation to adaptation as the individual moves-in,
moves-through, and moves-out.
Schlossberg's transition model is feasible for this study for multiple reasons. First, the
research on adult students transition process of moving-in, moving-through, and moving-out is
little or nonexistent (Chao & Good, 2004; Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton & Renn, 2010;
Kasworm & Pike, 1994; O'Donnell & Tobbell, 2007; Taniguchi & Kaufman, 2005). Second,
according to Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, and Renn (2010), "until further research is
conducted, however, it is impossible to affirm that the transition process occurs in the manner in
which Schlossberg and her colleagues have outlined it" (p. 225-226). Finally, understanding how
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personal and institutional challenges impact the process of moving-in, moving-through, and
moving-out. Most importantly, Anderson, Goodman, and Schlossberg (2012) state:
To understand the meaning a transition has for a particular individual, we need to
examine the type of transition (anticipated, unanticipated, or nonevent), the perspective of
the individual regarding the transition, the context of the transition (relationship of the
person to the transition and cultural/social/political context in which the transition
occurs), and the impact of the transition on the individual’s life (on relationships,
routines, assumptions, and roles). This point needs to be further underscored. Often
people in the midst of one transition experience other transitions, which makes coping
especially difficult (p. 48).
Applying Schlossberg’s transition model to understand women’s transition process is further
understood through and guided by sociocultural theory.
The combination of a sociocultural theoretical framework and a substantive conceptual
model allows the researcher to consider students' transition process more holistically at each
phase of the moving-in, moving-through, and moving-out process. Women are often functioning
in multiple roles and multiple environments. Each environment has established sociocultural
norms affecting behavior and transition. Educational institutions have established sociocultural
norms affecting how students interact with the environment (Furstenberg, Rumbaut, & Settersen,
2014). The transition process for women is impacted by sociocultural norms and is indicators for
the acquisition of a new role (Furstenberg, Rumbaut, & Settersen, 2014).
Summary
This chapter provided an overview of adult students incorporating history, definition and
characteristics and changes in job requirements. An emphasis of the literature review identified
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the convergence of personal and institutional challenges that affect a transition. Schlossberg's
transition model provides insight into the transition process, and sociocultural theory adds to and
guides our understanding of how these factors influence a transition. Chapter 3 will provide
information regarding the method of inquiry to examine these transition processes, including a
qualitative design, data collection, and analysis.
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Chapter 3
Method
The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe a transition process of women to a
role of college student to understand why they might not graduate. This study addresses the
transition of women to the college student role by focusing on the following research question:
How do women experience the transition process to college? Although this study is not
generalizable, the purpose is to describe a transition process of women to the role of college
student. Additionally, this study addresses the gap in literature on women as they transition to the
role of college student. Little is know about the process and experiences related to the transition
process (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012; Bailey, Cranton, & Flannery, 2011; Cox &
Edders, 2010; Wyatt, 2011). The methodology chosen to describe the transition process was a
qualitative study with interviews as the source of data collection. All interviews were transcribed
followed by data analysis to produce themes.
According to Creswell (2013) qualitative research was the best method to study a
population with complex issues. First, an assumption was the complexity of their life by
assuming the roles of a mother and family member, an employee, a student and a community
member. Second, a transition was a complicated process affecting the behavioral outcome.
Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg (2012) described transitions as any type of event resulting
in changes in relationships and behaviors. Furthermore, Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, and Renn
(2010) proposed qualitative research to capture their experience from a holistic lens to
understand the totality of how life factors impact the transition process. Third, a qualitative
research permits a holistic approach to gather information on each role women undertake then
collectively understand mental and social factors influencing the process. Fourth, qualitative
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research affords the researcher an ability to connect with and interview participants to hear how
they make meaning of their college experiences and transition process. Finally, the research
attempts “to make a difference in the world” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p.16) by understanding
factors influencing women’s transition process and the multitude of labels to describe students.
Qualitative interviews elicit information for the researcher to gain knowledge of
individual’s life and experiences. The goal of an interview is “people's understanding of the
meanings in their lived world, describing their experiences and self-understanding, and clarifying
and elaborating their own perspective on their lived world” (Kvale, 2007, p. 46). According to
Kvale (2007), “no standard procedures or rules exist for conducting a research interview” (p.33)
necessary to collect data as related to the research question. Interview questions are structured to
capture information pertaining to research question and by simultaneously developing a rapport
between the researcher and interviewee to capture a rich-thick description of their experiences.
Interviewing can be tedious and fraught with emotions for participants and according to
Kvale (2007) “the first minutes of an interview are decisive” (p.55). A novice interviewer might
fail to establish a relationship with an interviewee thus missing information and not obtaining the
quality and depth of the response. Rubin and Rubin (2005) suggest practice prior to the initial
interview and if possible start with someone known. A novice interviewer acknowledges that
mistakes will be made, information will be missed and questions will be forgotten but all is not
lost. Learn from the mistakes and makes adjustments to the next interview. Building rapport and
trust is developed at the beginning and maintained throughout an interview.
Rapport begins to be established upon the first contact with a participant, which could be
through email correspondence. Establishment of rapport continues when meeting a participant
for the first time. Etiquette should be followed such as greeting a participant by name, smile and
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a handshake to acknowledge the person. Causal conversation should follow inquiring about how
the person is doing, thanking the person for willingness to participate and providing brief details
about oneself and research project and offering an opportunity for the participant to ask
questions. Additionally, explaining the participant’s role and significance of their information to
the study assist with developing rapport (Ryan & Dundon, 2008). Rapport continues to be
established through actively listening or attentive listening described by Kvale (2007) as eye
contact, nodding of the head, subtle verbal acknowledgements such as mmm, or uh huh. Weger,
Castle, & Emmett (2010) describe active listening as an ability to listen and understand without
making judgment through nonverbal communication, paraphrasing and asking questions
requiring elaboration. Paraphrasing provides an opportunity to member check to improve the
accuracy and trustworthiness of the information. Establishing and maintaining rapport
throughout the interview develops richer information for analysis.
Thematic Analysis
Analysis of transcribed interviews reveals "patterns and possible relationships among
behaviors, settings, and phenomena" (Glesne, 2011, p. 38), in order to comprehend the
complexity and sequence of events in a person’s life (Yin, 2014). In particular, thematic analysis
assists in developing meaning and patterns to address a topic and research question (Braun &
Clarke, 2012). Thematic analysis is “used to identify patterns within and across data in relation
to participants’ lived experience, views and perspectives, and behavior and practices” (Clarke &
Braun, 2017, p. 297). The end result of qualitative research is to tell the participants story
through ordering of themes (Nowell, Norris, White, & Moules, 2017). Achieving a final product
using thematic analysis requires a systematic process.
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Bruan and Clarke (2012) describe six phases for thematic analysis to develop codes then
themes culminating in a final report. The following information provides an overview of the six
phases and later in the Data Analysis section, the six phases will be linked to demonstrate actual
analysis of my data. To begin, data analysis step one is familiarization of the data. Bruan and
Clarke (2012) explain this phase as, “immersing yourself in the data by reading and rereading
textual data (e.g., transcripts of interviews, responses to qualitative surveys) and listening to
audio recordings or watching video data” (p. 60-61). This phase is a listening and thinking phase
about what the transcripts and audio recordings are saying to the researcher more specifically
asking the question what is the data saying? The goal of this is to familiarize oneself with the
data. Bruan and Clarke (2012) state, “You need to read through your entire data set at least
once—if not twice, or more—until you feel you know the data content intimately” (p. 61).
The second phase begins code development by generating initial codes. Bruan and Clarke
(2012) explain,” Coding requires another thorough read of every data item, and you should code
each data item in its entirety before coding another” (p. 62). Coding is not a quick process. It
requires reading, thinking through the information, memoing and notes to ascertain relevance to
the research. Additionally, “Once you identify an extract of data to code, you need to write down
the code and mark the text associated with it” (Bruan & Clarke, 2012, p. 62).
The third phase is searching for themes. This phase involves reviewing the codes to find
patterns and relationships creating a theme. Bruan and Clarke describe a component of this
phase.
Another important element of this stage is starting to explore the relationship between
themes and to consider how themes will work together in telling an overall story about
the data. Good themes are distinctive and, to some extent, stand alone, but they also need
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to work together as a whole. Think of themes like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle: Together
they provide a meaningful and lucid picture of your data (p. 65).
As one works through this phase, researchers must keep in mind how and if the themes will
create a picture and how the themes connect to the research question. Like a jigsaw puzzle,
pieces begin to turn over to show a piece of a story.
Phase four is reviewing potential themes. The reviewing segment involves rereading
codes and data describing the themes ensuring a fit to the research question. In fact Bruan and
Clarke identifies this phase as a quality check to determine whether it is a theme versus a code
and if enough detailed information is available to support the theme. Phase five begins the
defining and naming of the themes, ensuring the themes were addressing the research question
and selecting data extracts to clearly describes the analytical points being made (Bruan & Clarke,
2012). Bruan and Clarke indicate asking the following questions during analysis, “So what?”
What is relevant or useful here to answering my question?”(p. 67) aids in determining the correct
data was extracted to answer the question.
The final process of a thematic analysis, phase six, is producing the report. What is
relevant to understand about this step is the writing process is throughout the data analysis
through note taking, organization, continuously revisiting the research question and often
revisiting the data. Through organization and revisiting the research question, all the jigsaw
pieces are turned over and arranging the themes to present a clear picture begins. The final report
brings the themes together in an orderly fashion to tell the story and show a connection to the
research question. Bruan and Clarke identify six phases of thematic analysis that are working in
tandem through various processes including developing thematic maps and asking throughout

34

the process “So what?” and “what is relevant or useful here in answering my question?” to
demonstrate how people making meaning of their lives to answer a research question.
Qualitative research is selected to address the purpose, describe a transition process of
women to the role of college student and answer the research question, how do adult women
experience the transition process to college? The transition process is “the result of multiple
factors coming together and interacting in complex and often unanticipated ways” (Corbin and
Strauss, 2008, p. 8). Interviews captured information on how women making meaning of their
complex lives by describing their experiences. Thematic analysis of the interview data shapes
their story into understanding their lives and describing a transition process. The next section
provides information on site selection, study protocol, selection of participants, data collection
procedures and my thematic analysis process.
Site Selection
Southwest University (SWU) is a comprehensive university with a main campus and
satellite campuses. The Carnegie Classification of Institutions of Higher Education (2018) ranks
SWU as a Higher Research Activity Institution with undergraduate and graduate studies
including a medical school. SWU combined undergraduate and graduate population is over
30,000 students with 55% of the population reporting as minority status (Institutional Website,
2018). The U. S. Department of Education has designated SWU as a Minority Serving Institution
(MSI) and an Asian American and Native American, Pacific Islander Serving Institution
(AANAPISI) and as a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) (Institutional Website, 2018).
Southwest University (SWU) adult student population, age 25 and older, has averaged
22% and graduate and professional students, age 30 and over, has averaged 49% over a five year
period (Institutional Website, 2018). The national trend for adult undergraduate population has
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been averaging 28% and graduate students averaging 45% (NCES, 2018). According to NCES
(2018), total female student population will continue to maintain majority status in 2018 at 11. 2
million (56%) of the total 19.9 million expected to be attending college. The SWU female
undergraduate and graduate students have been maintaining pace with the national average of
56% and 58% respectively. Table 1 depicts five- year enrollment trends for adult undergraduate
students.

Table 1
Five-Year Enrollment Trends for Undergraduate Students 25 Years and Older
Age
25-29

2014
2745
(11.5%)

2015
2883
(12.1%)

2016
2926
(11.8%)

2017
2979
(11.8%)

2018
2847
(11.3%)

30-34

1215
(5.1%)

1079
(4.5%)

1079
(4.3%)

1107
(4.4%)

1038
(4.1%)

35-59

1413
(5.9%)

1347
(5.7%)

1340
(5.4%)

1356
(5.4%)

1237
(4.9%)

60 & Over

53
(0.2%)

58
(0.2%)

69
(0.3%)

68
(0.3%)

57
(0.2%)

Total

5426
(22.7%)

5367
(22.5%)

5414
(21.8%)

5510
(21.9%)

5186
(20.5%)

Table 2 depicts enrollment trend for a four-year period instead of five-year trend due to data
not available for Fall 2018.
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Table 2
Four-Year Enrollment Trend for Graduate Students 25 Years and Older
Age
25-29

2014
1521
(32.3%)

2015
1564
(32.6%)

2016
1570
(31.5%)

2017
1620
(31.2%)

30-34

880
(18.7%)

900
(18.7%)

969
(19.8%)

923
(17.8%)

35-39

469
(10.0%)

496
(10.3%)

539
(11.0%)

572
(11.0%)

40-44

336
(7.1%)

326
(6.8%)

368
(7.4%)

394
(7.6%)

45-49

204
(4.3%)

208
(4.3%)

261
(5.3%)

298
(5.7%)

50-59

225
(4.8%)

208
(5.7%)

261
(5.9%)

298
(5.9%)

60 & Over

78
(1.7%)

83
(1.7%)

88
(1.8%)

83
(1.6%)

Total

3713
(78.9%)

3852
(80.1%)

4090
(82.7%)

4198
(80.8%)

Study Protocol
The study protocol provides dates and times for execution of various processes
throughout the study and is located in the appendices. Appendix A provides actual timelines
starting with the submission of forms to the Institutional Review Board (IRB), dates for
interviews and final interview date of July 10, 2018. Appendix B was the deviation from
protocol to document any divergence from the initial protocol such as adding additional
participants, extreme changes in dates or information or modification warranting IRB approval.
Appendix C offers information on interview dates, initial transcription date by YouTube,
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transcription reviewed and edited, and when transcripts were emailed to participants to review
for clarification of responses and date returned or no response is indicated.
Ethical considerations were an aspect of the study protocol. To maintain confidentiality,
pseudonyms were assigned, ages were clustered together such as 30-39, 40-49, and 50-60, race
and ethnicity was either Caucasian or Women of Color, and undergraduate or graduate student.
To maintain confidentiality during recording of interviews, I attempted to not use their name or
begin questions with their name.
Recruitment of Participants
Criterion sampling was a method utilized to identify and understand participants with rich
information (Creswell, 2013). For this study, the criterion was established based on information
gained from SWU Decision Support regarding the number of female’s age 25 and older in
comparison to NCES data. SWU was averaging 22% of total population is adult students, five
percent below the national average of 28% (NCES, 2018); the total female population was
consistent with the national average of 56%. Additionally, establishing a criterion of female
students age 25 and older was in line with a gap in the literature on adult college women
transitioning to the college student role. The initial sample criteria was undergraduate or graduate
female students between the ages of 35 years old and 50 years old with a goal of recruiting a
maximum of 20 participants. The purpose of recruiting 20 participants was to diversify the
sample by age, race and ethnicity and to obtain richer information for analysis.
Institutional Review Board (IRB) documents were submitted on April 5, 2018 with
identifying recruitment of undergraduate and graduate women between the ages of 35 years old
and 50 years old. IRB approved this study on May 7, 2018. Recruitment of participants began in
two phases, a direct observation recruiting and snowball. Before the first participant was
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interviewed, I received numerous emails from interested participants younger than 35 years old
and older than 50. An IRB modification was submitted on May 29, 2018 and approved on May
31, 2018. Appendix B contains information about deviation from initial study protocol and
processes.
As mentioned, two processes were employed to recruit participants, in-person direct
observations in a public setting and snowball. In-person direct observation recruitment strategy
involves observations in a public setting and approaching potential participants. Guillory et al.
(2018) indicated potential participants appearing to be appropriate age range should be
approached in public areas by researchers using an introductory script to ascertain interest in
participating in a study. As suggested by Felsen, Shaw, Ferrante, Lacroix, and Crabtree (2010), a
study protocol assists researchers with in-person recruitment.
In-person recruitment process for this study occurred in outside public areas and inside
lobbies. To maintain a consistent recruitment process a study protocol (Appendix D, Figure 1),
an introductory script (Appendix E), and a direct observation recruitment tracking sheet
(Appendix F) was employed. The study protocol presents a detailed step-by-step process for the
in-person recruitment. Unfortunately this process did not yield any participants. Approximately
40 hours of fieldwork occurred over a nine-week period. During this time frame people observed
throughout various locations did not meet the criteria. For example, during a two-hour period
only males were observed coming and going. In another setting, males and females were
observed, however, they appeared to be younger than 30. Although the course catalog was
reviewed to determine optimum times and locations for recruitment, there were numerous
assumptions as to why eligible participants were not observed. One assumption was observations
occurred during summer session in which there were limited number of available in-person
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classes and times decreasing the opportunity for eligible participants to be on campus. A second
assumption was numerous on-line classes were offered during summer session, which was
conducive to working participants. A third assumption was based on financial aid not being
available. Finally, for safety reasons, I did not observe and recruit during evening classes. During
this in-person recruitment process, a snowball sampling was occurring producing many eligible
participants.
Snowball sampling occurs when participants identify other potential participants for a
study (Creswell, 2005; Glesne, 2011). Snowball sampling began by contacting directors,
department chairs and staff in-person and email to solicit assistance in disseminating flyer to
potential participants (Appendix G). From this process potential participants began sending
emails indicating interest in participating in my study. I immediately responded by emailing an
introductory letter (Appendix H) explaining the study and consent form (Appendix I). In the
body of the email I thanked the individual for her interest and to email with a date and time and
whether she wanted to meet in person or by Face Time, Skype, Google Hang Out or by phone.
As a note to the snowball sampling process, several participant emails were being sent to my
student email account on a weekly basis and meeting dates were either within a week of the
initial email.
A total of 30 women sent emails indicating interest in participating and 20 consented and
scheduled dates and times over a nine-week period. In order to protect confidentiality
pseudonyms were assigned and limited information was provided in this document. Of the 20
women, 10 identified as Women of Color and 10 identified Caucasian; nine were between 30-39
years old, seven between 40-49 years old, and four between 50-60 years old; nine were
undergraduate and 11 graduate students; six were single, 11 were married/partner/significant
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other, and three divorced or separated; 13 women had children; and 10 working full-time and
three working part-time.
Data Collection Procedures
The primary source of data collection was interviews using semi-structured interview
approach. Yin (2014) states interviews are the “most important sources” and “resemble guided
conversations” (p. 110). Interviews were scheduled based on participants availability and they
could select in-person, phone, Face Time, Skype or Google Hang Out. In-person interviews have
several advantages over the other forms: 1) establish rapport; 2) collect informal communication
or body language; and 3) ask probing questions to continue the conversation (Creswell, 2013;
Glesne, 2011). Fifteen women were able to meet in-person, while four selected phone and one
was a Skype interview. Rapport was established and probing questions were asked with all of the
participants regardless if it was in-person or not. Rapport building involved a minimum of five
minutes to become acquainted, which involved providing limited information about the study, an
opportunity for participants to ask questions and most cases an overall conversation about each
other. All interviews were digitally recorded and scheduled for one hour. At the one-hour mark, I
would tell participants that we were at an hour and ask if they would like to continue, reschedule
or end the interview; the majority would continue the interview. The shortest interview was 32
minutes and the longest was an hour and 45 minutes and only two women needed to reschedule
to continue the interview.
Questions were structured as open-ended to allow for flow of information as a guided
conversation between participant and researcher. A semi-structure interview format allows for
unforeseen and unexpected information by using follow-up or probing questions (Glesne, 2011).
Corbin and Strauss (2008) suggest to prepare a minimum of six main questions related to the
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research question. Six main interview questions (Appendix J) were asked of all participants and
were related to the research question, transition model, and sociocultural theory (Appendix K).
Even though the interview questions appear to be in chronological order, they were often not
asked in order. They were merely questions that were asked during the interview but probing and
follow-up questions were taking precedent. For example follow-up and probing questions began
with “Tell me more about ________ “or “Explain what you meant by_____” or “Can you give
me an example of ______”. Questions beginning with, “If I heard you correctly____” or “You
said earlier________” and “Before we started recording the interview you mentioned______”
were asked during an interview and were forms of active listening and member checking.
After the interviews, additional field notes were written to depict observations, ideas, and
suggestions. The digital recordings were listened to after an interview to determine if a follow-up
interview was needed, additional note taking, and “reminders about anything that might prepare
you for subsequent interviews; and identification data that at a glance give characteristics (e.g.,
age, gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, experience, occupation) that have bearing on your
respondent selection” (Glesne, 2011, p. 117). Interviews were transcribed through YouTube and
edited at later dates. Appendix C provides transcript information.
Data Analysis Procedure
Thematic analysis was the method selected to analyze transcribed interviews. Thematic
analysis offers a novice researcher a systematic method for coding and data analysis (Bruan &
Clarke, 2012). The six phases of thematic analysis was explained earlier in the Thematic
Analysis section while this section presents how the process was completed. For this procedure
paper and pencil and paper copies of transcripts were used in the analysis process. Even though
computer software can assist with organizing codes and themes, I chose to complete the coding
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and theming process and organization by paper because I see information on paper as tangible
and alive versus a computer.
Phase 1: Familiarizing Yourself With the Data
Bruan and Clarke (2012) suggest reading and re-reading transcripts and listening to
participants’ audio recordings at least once. Yin (2014) suggests to " ‘play' with your data" (p.
135) which in my method I played with my data by reading, underlining, highlighting and colorcoding. I began familiarizing myself with each participant’s interview shortly after the interview
by listening to their recorded interviews to hear what they were saying to me, anything surprising
that might have been missed during an interview and determine if a topic needed to be asked of
other participants. Notes and information gleaned were recorded in a separate journal with
corresponding participants initials. Listening to audio recording over numerous times carried me
back to the person, the location, and interview as well as provided a visual imagine when reading
and re-reading participants transcripts.
While audio recordings were being transcribed through YouTube.com, I would listen
again making additional notes or adding to notes already made. After YouTube.com created a
transcript, at a later date I read through each transcript and then listened to the audio making
edits as needed. What was edited out of the transcripts were hesitations, false starts, long pauses,
our laughter or my mm-hms, only spoken words in response to the questions were kept in each
transcript. Through listening and reading I become familiar with the data but I became familiar
with each woman.
In this phase, I remembered each location; I remembered each woman and her face. The
laughter we shared, moments of shared meaning, unspoken apologies and points of validation,
that is some of the data heard and remembered noted on transcripts and journals. Even though

43

this is not a point of coding, this information was worth noting and it lends to meaning “with the
process of analysis” (Bruan & Clarke, 2012, p. 61).
Phase 2: Generating Initial Codes
The coding process began with reading through paper copies of each transcript. During
the reading, notations were made in margins and words and phrases were underlined. After all
transcripts were completed, the next stage was to provide descriptive words or phrases to the
notations or underlined words directly to each paper copy transcript. As indicated these codes
were descriptive and often words used by participants. Bruan and Clarke (2012) state, “a novice
coder will likely (initially) generate more descriptive codes” (p. 61) and “such descriptive or
semantic codes typically stay close to content of the data and to the participants’ meanings” (p.
62), which was what occurred during my coding process. Before the commencement of the study
an a priori codebook (Appendix L) was developed from sociocultural theory and Schlossberg’s
transition model to help guide the analysis of the interview data (DeCuir-Gunby, Marshall, &
McCulloch, 2011).
The next stage was to create a paper document to record codes by participant initials and
page number corresponding to each code (see Appendix M for sample). Additionally, all codes
were circled with corresponding color on the transcripts; color-coding was used for quick
identification and reference back to coding document. After this, a word document was created
for each code and corresponding passages were copied and pasted along with participants’
initials, age and page number for that transcript. Following Bruan and Clarke’s suggestion of, “if
you are unsure about a piece of data may be relevant, code it” (p. 62). Codes that did not appear
to be relevant were assigned to a category titled random codes.
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Phase 3: Searching for Themes
The phase began with re-reading the coded data to find similarities or clustering around
ideas or terms (Bruan & Clarke, 2012). Through re-reading and examining coded data
similarities will emerge and random codes often were re-coded. As similarities began to emerge
such as experiences related to support and resources one theme was created with several
subthemes. After the initial clustering of codes and theme development, themes were reviewed to
determine if they were a fit to tell an overall story and to answer the research question.
Phase 4: Reviewing Potential Themes
Bruan and Clarke (2012) call this phase a quality check. In this phase, I am reviewing
each theme against each data extract to ensure themes and data were working together and was
each theme titled appropriately for the data extracts. More importantly, I was reviewing data
extracts for support of the themes through rich, thick information. A final read through to
determine if themes and data extracts are in-line and relevant data was provided to tell a story
and answer the research question. After my final read through, I checked through coded data to
confirm I had provided correct information to represent each theme and themes were not codes.
Phase 5: Defining and Naming Themes
Bruan and Clarke (2012) point out this phase leads up to the final report but to check for
a singular focus for each theme, themes build up on each other and answer the research question.
To complete this phase, I reviewed each theme then selected the pertinent data extracts that
clearly defined and explained each theme with the research question in mind. A process of this
phase is analyzing data within each theme to determine what is important to answering the
research question. For example, a theme for this study was A Campus Student, which provides
information about the many labels for adult students, being old and emotions associated with

45

their numerous roles. While reviewing each theme, I was asking myself, “so what?”, “what does
this mean to the research question?” and “what is the deeper meaning?” to help guide my
analytical process. From this process theoretical implications were drawn to advance knowledge
through the description and interpretation of data (Wolcott, 2009).
Phase 6: Producing the Report
The final step of the process was to produce a report by putting all the jigsaw pieces of
the puzzle that makes sense to answering the research question and describing a transition
process. Chapter 4 details the thematic findings to answer the research question while Chapter 5
provides discussion of the findings and demonstrates a connection to sociocultural theory and
Schlossberg’s transition model.
Trustworthiness and Credibility
The desire to understand a phenomenon started with an interest in Schlossberg’s
Transition Model and my position as a graduate student over the age of 50. As I began to think
about this study, I asked myself was this about trying to find others who felt like me or was I
trying to help others like me, what was my motivation? In order to bring trustworthiness to the
study I needed to reflect on myself to understand why I was doing this study, how I was going
about the study to not guide interview questions and participants and to not bias or shape the
findings and discussion from my viewpoint. Mao, Akram, Chovanec, and Underwood (2016)
indicate engaging in self-reflexivity uncovers researchers biases, assumptions, and power
dynamics. More importantly, I needed to realize, I am human, I am older, and my experiences I
bring helps me connect to these women as well as empathize when listening to their struggles.
All in all, who I am, my multiple roles and my experiences shape both inquiry and interpretation
of results was important throughout the research specifically with data analysis (Lunsford et al.,
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1996). My motivation was to add to the literature about female students and to continue to
remind professionals and researchers female college students are increasing on campus and
brining unique challenges to their role as a student and to help provide information to influence
access and policy.
My research inquiry began during a class about Schlossberg’s transition model of
moving-in, moving-through and moving-out. The model resonated with me, but I did not
understand how moving-in, moving-through and moving-out was defined and used. During my
employment as a Graduate Assistant Career Counselor in the Office of Career Services, I was
fortunate to hear many stories of struggles faced by all students, in particular, adult students. The
stories I heard resembled some of my efforts and challenges I encountered at the graduate level.
The stories started my journey of grappling with the topic of transition into college. But as I
moved closer to actually engaging in my research, I though about my experiences and feelings of
being a student and the impact this might have on my study. Berger (2013) states to maintain a
balance between self and the research, "researchers need to increasingly focus on self-knowledge
and sensitivity; better understand the role of the self in the creation of knowledge; carefully selfmonitor the impact of their biases, beliefs, and personal experiences on their research" (p. 2).
During each interview my focus was on the task at hand, interviewing and actively
listening. Thoughts about my experiences or my feeling did not appear to creep into the
interviews. What crept in were my previous work experience in the not-for-profit area and my
training in social work and counseling especially when specific topics arose. Throughout those
times I maintained focus on that particular interview but after I would ask if we could discuss
that topic as I could be potential resource for them. But in one instance, a woman’s response was
very deep and emotion laden that I believe my skills helped her think through some of the
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information being provided. Later in an email she sent me she thanked me for reflecting on the
idea of identifying as a student and how extremely touching that was for her. It is in these
moments of being human, I cannot deny my existence of who I am and my skills. By way of
acknowledging my humanness provides another lens to "construct the world, use language, pose
questions and helps to choose the lens for filtering the information” (Berger, 2013, p. 2) and
increases the validity and trustworthiness of the findings.
My study involved many factors such as a theoretical framework, transition model, and
literature review on adult students and women, interviews and engagement with the women
(Creswell, 2013; Yin, 2014). Interviews lasted between 32 minutes and an hour and 45 minutes
but total time spent with each woman ranged from one hour to three hours. In each interview
member checking occurred by phrasing questions such as, “I heard you mention______”, or “I
understood you to say_____”, and “If I heard you correctly _____.” Another form of member
checking was each woman was emailed her transcript for validation and review and to change
responses if she did not believe the transcript accurately reflected her response. The appendices
section provides information on study protocol, deviation from the study, recruitment flyer,
interview protocol, transcript information and other documents as a chain of evidence and design
for step-by-step procedures.
Summary
The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe a transition process of women to a
role of college student to understand why they might not graduate. This chapter provided an
overview of a qualitative study with a thematic analysis. Participants were recruited towards the
end of spring semester and into summer culminating in 20 women participating. Bruan and
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Clarke’s (2012) six-phase thematic analysis was employed resulting in four overarching themes
detailed in Chapter 4.
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Chapter 4
Findings
The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe a transition process of adult women
to a role of college student as means to understand why they might not graduate. The research
question was how do adult women experience the transition process to college? To answer this
question a qualitative method utilizing a thematic analysis was employed. Sociocultural theory
and Schlossberg’s Transition model guided the study. To achieve an understanding and answer
the research question women ranging in ages between 30 to 60 years old were interviewed. The
chapter was structured to offer: 1) participant information including demographics and a sample
of their college background; 2) thematic findings representing Mistaken Identity, Hide-n-Seek,
Permission, and A Campus Student; and 3) Summary.
Participant Information
Understanding how women transition to the role of college student became clear as a
result of 20 undergraduate and graduate women consenting to be interviewed during the summer
of 2018. Twenty women were selected to garner rich, thick description of their experiences and
how they transitioned to a college student role. Additionally, recruiting 20 women for this study
resulted in a broader range of ages and an inclusive sample representing diversity of the
university. There was an equal ratio of Caucasian women and Women of Color as well as an
equal ratio of undergraduate and graduate students. The majority of the women were mothers,
employed and either full-time or part-time college student. As a note of interest, several
undergraduate women indicated that even though they were attending part-time (6 to 9 credit
hours) they felt like they were attending full-time because of their school and family
responsibilities. Table 3 provides limited demographic information on each participant including
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pseudonym, age range, yes or no indicating if they have children and were employed during the
time of interview. Other demographic information such as exact age, number of children, degree
and type of employment was eliminated to maintain a higher level of confidentiality.

Table 3
Demographic Information
Pseudonym
Lucy
Marie
Misty
Erna
Anne
Audrey
Shelly
Jane
Virginia
Piccolina
Lorraine
Rita
Katherine
Mary
Mildred
Rose
Ada
Pearl
Margaret
Miriam

Age Range
50-60
50-60
50-60
50-60
40-49
40-49
40-49
40-49
40-49
40-49
40-49
30-39
30-39
30-39
30-39
30-39
30-39
30-39
30-39
30-39

Children
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
No
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
No
No
Yes

Employed
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes

How these women transitioned to a college student role began through hearing their life
journey and educational experiences. Each woman’s story provided a glimpse into their past,
their present and a preview of their future. The past detailed raising their children for some of the
women and biding their time for the right moment to begin college. For example Anne’s college
journey began a year after high school in which she completed her Associate’s degree then

51

married and started having children, returning later to college to complete her Bachelor’s degree.
Lucy began college after high school but dropped out after a year indicating, “I was not meant to
be there.” She married, had children, and began working and eventually resumed college.
Mildred started college after high school but quit after having her child in order to secure fulltime employment. Many women’s history of a college education began shortly after high school
but marriage and starting a family placed their pursuit of a four-year degree on hold. However,
this was not the case for all of the women. Audrey, Shelly, Ada and Miriam began college for the
first time many years post high school. A few of my participants earned their Bachelor’s degree
as a traditional student, such as Rita and Rose, but waited several years before returning to
college to pursue a graduate degree. Despite when they started, their experiences transitioning to
a college student role resonated through four themes of a Mistaken Identity, Hide-n-Seek,
Permission, and A Campus Student.
Mistaken Identity
Approximately 6000 female students age 25 years and older both undergraduate and
graduate students attend SWU. The women participating in my study are a small sample of this
total population, and because they were older they must contend with mistaken identity. I am one
of those that have mistaken a student for faculty or staff. My experience sheds light on how
immediate assumptions occur and her attempt to brush off my mistake as if it was not a problem.
This summer I was a presenter at a weeklong leadership workshop for female students
attending college across the state. Prior to my presentation, I was getting my lunch when I
introduced myself to a woman assisting with the line. We shook hands and I immediately asked,
“Are you faculty or staff with the department?” She did a slight laugh of embarrassment and
said, “No, I am a student and I am helping out since I had participated in the program.” I was
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apologetic and embarrassed with the thought running through my head, “I am studying women
and how they transition.” After the apologies, and she was telling me “it was ok, happens
frequently and not to worry,” I asked her to tell me her name again. When she did, the light bulb
went off, she was one of my participants I had emailed to schedule an interview date. Wow! I
was extremely embarrassed and further apologetic when I re-introduced myself. We laughed, we
hugged, and we talked for a while and that was how I meet one of my participants by rejecting
her student status.
Mistaken identity happens in a blink of an eye. As an age-graded society people have
learned what to anticipate (Neugarten, 1976) and an older student was not what was anticipated.
For example, Shelly’s experience at orientation, “I went to sign in the lady goes parent tables are
over there. I said that’s nice but my mother’s not here. I let her know I was not pleased she made
absolutely no attempt to apologize.” In Marie’s case when she was trying to gather information
for herself staff ask, “Is this for your daughter or your son?” A mistake has been made and my
participants try to dismiss a mistake as not an issue when in reality they have been unconsciously
rejected as a student.
The constant mistaken identity and unconscious rejection as a student confirms what my
participants thought. Anne describes what she believes others were thinking about her.
I kind of wondered am I going to be like this grandma looking person? People would
be asking you are a grandma aren’t you, I would be no I have a toddler at home.
I thought they would be wondering who is that old lady in our class, is that the teacher?
At orientation staff thought I was a parent. I did get a lot thinking I was the professor.
Constant mistaken identity combined with her questions of how others perceive her produced an
underlying apologetic tone for being old and a student. The apologetic tone came through when
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she was explaining that a professor was three years older than her and “so far ahead of me.”
Older students appear to apologize for having the audacity to be a student and not having a
college education like those in their age group.
For many of my participants they did anticipate others would make assumptions about
their roles, but the need to identify as a student first was a realization for Jane during a poster
presentation.
This last semester when I did a poster presentation at a conference one of the professors
came up and was talking to me asking me questions about the poster. Me and the other
students that were involved in it were answering questions and he got to the end and, I
don’t know how it came about, but it came about that I was a student and the
professor thought that I was the faculty the professor on this project. I was like no
absolutely not I’m an undergraduate. That was one of the first times that happened and I
thought well maybe I should clarify that from the beginning because I didn’t think about
it but I could see how that would be for me I guess that would be my first assumption I’m
standing here with these other younger students.
These situations place each woman in a position of continuously confronting their authenticity as
a student, and subtlety apologize when identifying as a student. A sense of sadness resonated in
their tone and facial expression when the women are mistaken for someone else. Virginia said,
“I am no longer asked if I’m a student people assume I am staff. “ The external messages my
participants receive take a toll on their perception of self as a student and whether they should
continue to pursue their dream but the women continue to pursue a college degree.
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Hide-n- Seek
Hide and seek is a children’s game in which a child is chosen to seek out children hiding.
The last child found by a seeker assumes the role of seeker as everyone scurries off to hide. As
adults coming into college one does not expect to play a game of hide and seek but this was the
case for many of the women. As they emerged into college they did not know resources were
hidden and they had to seek them out. Frustrations replace excitement of coming to college as
they seek the allusive resources and support. Rose knows all to well about being frustrated when
seeking support as a graduate student.
There wasn’t the support and it doesn’t matter that I’m single and I don’t have children. I
have my own stresses, I’m keeping up with my own crap, my own stuff, I just didn’t feel
like that support and I don’t know where I’m suppose to get that support but I went to the
graduate college they have things for women or they have things for students to help
write papers or this but nothing for that working professional.
What made matters worse for her was she works at the university and felt like she should be
knowledgeable about services and resources. She states, “I work here but I’m scrounging for this
information and available scholarships.” Other women had similar experiences of frustrations
when the perceived rules were changed creating a deviation in plans.
The rules are simple in hide and seek; seeker closes eyes counts to an agreed upon
number, everybody runs off to hide, and then the seeker goes in search of hiders within
established boundaries. Shelly, a first-generation college student and first-time to college,
thought she knew the rules of the game before her first semester began.
I kind of assumed that I would be getting a call from somebody to sit down with and
show me what they were doing and it’s like no, that’s not how it works you’ll get an
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email on how to sign into the system and you’ll be able to see your schedule and you can
print your schedule and buy your books and do everything you need to do from there.
They don’t tell you how to operate within that system.
Shelly’s first few weeks of college were full of tears and frustration when reality of not
understanding how a system works materialized. She explained that she was placed in math class
clearly above her abilities and was overwhelmed by it and all of her other classes. Shelly vividly
describes her experience.
I went to my department, walked in hysterical and asked for an appointment; they gave
me some lady who didn’t care. I said who made my schedule she just looked at me
and I said seriously who made my schedule. She goes we did. I said why would you
do that, I haven’t been in school for 27 years I can’t deal with this. She’s like well that’s
what you qualify for this is what you are placed in, not my problem this is what you
placed in you can handle this. She offered me no solutions she offered me nothing. I was
livid when I get angry I cry and I was in tears. I was so frustrated that I’d spent money.
I had a student loans that I had taken out. I was just beside myself. I was so angry that I
felt like the university did this to me I felt like I was a number to them; I was a dollar sign
to them. They didn’t care about my ability to cope with what they gave me and the fact
that they had no solutions.
The rules were to seek help from an academic advisor, which she did but turned up empty
handed. Shelly sought help from a resource she found before the semester started and conveyed
she would have quit if she had not received help. Although she has completed three semesters
this game of hide and seek remains with her, “you can tell by my attitude, I’m like angry then it
goes away that still sticks with me.” Rules provide guidance about expectations and how to
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proceed to be successful yet the women were not provided with information. Anne mentions,
“When you kind of go in you don’t get anything as a student unless you get the news or emails.”
Coming into a college experience after numerous years out of a learning environment can
be intimidating. When they do not receive information on how to enroll in classes or what
resources their tuition covered they are left to fend for themselves. Marie tells of how she figured
out resources and scheduling classes.
What it was, nobody sat down to explain what all these initials mean, what all this can do
for you so really it was just me getting online for almost a week before I started school.
Clicking on the links and reading. I really didn’t even know I needed an advisor like no
one said hey you need an advisor to figure out your classes. I just figured out some
classes to take.
Similarly, Anne did not have anyone explaining to her all the resources on campus, specifically
childcare since she had a toddler. She was not excited about placing her child in daycare but she
did not have any other options for care until her husband told her about the campus preschool.
Classmates, spouses/partners and alumni hold the key to finding resources and information but
not the case for Mary.
Mary is struggling to piece together a degree that will allow her to be an art teacher in the
local school district. She explains,
There is no program for that here so I’ll have to seek it out on my own I will have to
piecemeal together a tapestry of requirements and credentials in order to get the art
credentials to teach art here. I feel like at this point I’m sort of back where I started 14
years ago finding out information for myself. Getting it from people is just difficult.

57

The staff were keepers of the information but she had to hunt down people that might have
information.
Hide and seek were a resources and information game in which the women involuntarily
participate. The rules of the game were simple; resources and information hides, university staff
were keepers of information with some knowing more than others, classmates and alumni know
a lot of information and their job was to seek out or hunt down the information. A logical
deduction would be to have a central repository of information but according to Piccolina, “there
is no central sort of place where they centralize all the clubs and information.” Therefore, the
game of hide and seek continues with a higher level of difficulty when the women confirm “I
don’t know where I’m supposed to get that” or “I really didn’t even know.” Anne’s observation
was, “The University has a lot of things for you if you know where to find them.” They do not
have time for a game of hide and seek when they must move out of a campus student role and
back into one of their other roles.
Permission
Moving into a role of campus student was not an easy task for many women. They
struggled with a multitude of emotions such as fear and guilt. They worried about their family,
specifically their children, even though plans were in place for their care while they were on
campus, they were still a Mom. They check and double check to ensure all tasks were completed
before exiting work worrying that something was not completed. Regardless, these other roles
they occupy were ever present when becoming a campus student. Equally important was their
internal messages of being older and what other people thought about them as an older student
Many of the women spoke about their age and being older than majority of the students
was pertinent in understanding how age impacted giving self-permission to be a campus student.
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The women’s ages ranged from 30 to 57 years old and remarkably women between the age of
30-35 spoke about how an age difference impacted classes. For example, Mildred, in her early
30’s explains, “it’s really hard to relate to some people a lot of my peers are a lot younger than
me they don’t have the kids.” Developing peer relationships becomes difficult regardless of age.
Through aging, life experiences become different and life focuses were children and work. When
an age difference exist an ability to connect and create relationships were hampered when the
only common bond might be a class. Lorraine states, “I am in sense of a part of the student body
like being a student but being social I’m not a part of the campus life.” Women with similar ages
were able to create networks to assist with class notes or assignments when children or work was
a priority.
Noticing age difference in a classroom settings and throughout the campus community
produces visual cues in which my participants began to question their ability to maintain a
campus student role. Audrey was extremely concerned about her chance to be admitted to a
program; “I’m old what are the odds that they are going to take me over someone young that is
just starting.” As a result of this type of internal messaging women will question the value of an
education, the financial responsibility incurred and family burden. A struggle ensues between
giving permission to become a campus student or throw in the towel.
In order to fully accept their role as campus student, many women had to give their selves
permission. To achieve permission to be in classes and on campus my participants spoke about
juggling their other roles but the emotions that occurred when taking on a campus student role
were sometimes overwhelming. Giving permission to be a campus student began to materialize
when feelings of selfishness fade, they learn to manage other needs without the guilt, and they
recognize older students occupy campus space, and stop comparing their self to all the others.
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When all of these thoughts and feeling became manageable then at this point they could say,
“It’s ok to be here.” For Anne this happened when “I realized there are older people there it’s ok
for me to learn stuff” and Lucy, “even though I was one of the oldest ones I was not the oldest
one which was pretty cool.” Or like Ada, “When I’m in my classroom because of the way the
classes are set up and there is a wide variety of people, we are all treated as students in there.”
Accepting age was a means to give oneself permission to be a student. Marie explains, “I am an
older student but it’s actually accepting who I was you know being a student I had to accept
being an older student.” Permission came with a price of guilt, fear, struggles with age and
juggling obligations and priorities on a daily basis but in the end they were campus students.
Moving in to a campus student role goes beyond admissions and enrollment and requires
work by all of my participants. They recognize their differences but must traverse across a land
that often did not appreciate their other roles and struggles. They have come to terms with their
many roles, learning to manage school and other responsibilities. They know they are a campus
student but many have yet discovered this fact.
A Campus Student
When they arrive on campus they are moving out of their many roles such as mothers,
wives/partners, and employees to moving into a role of campus student. The term campus
student differentiates their student role from traditional students. Deil-Amen (2011) describes
being a college student as “based on traditional notions and an imagined norm of someone who
begins college immediately after high school, enrolls full-time, lives on campus and is ready to
begin college level classes” (p. 1). Miriam concurs with this imagined norm by describing how
she was not that type of student.
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I think in my head the idea of a student in college is try not to have kids of your own,
involved in sorority, groups and volunteer programs, all of the homecoming events and to
me that feeling like a student because I am older I’m not involved in all of that. I can’t be
my age being in a sorority. Who does that?
They saw a clear distinction between the imagined norm of a traditional college student and their
own norm of a college student. Mildred provides another distinction between her and a college
student by conveying, “a university student is wearing all the clothes, wearing all the university
gear.” Their perception of self as a college is not the same as the imagined norm of a college
student defined by Deil-Amen. Besides their limited time to participate in campus activities and
inability to identify as a college student wearing the university paraphernalia other characteristics
describe their student perception.
Other distinctions made were commuting to campus and organizing their class schedules
in accordance with children, husband/partner and work. Miriam classifies the amount of time on
campus as in and out, “I drop my kids off at school and I go to school. I leave school, go pick up
my kids.” Due to their busy lives additional campus time to attend to any activities outside of
class must be scheduled into their calendar. Mildred points out, “when I do leave campus I am
done, I am done for the day.” When they are on campus, their focus was on class and any other
activities they needed to attend to but when they leave campus their focus shift to their other
roles.
During classes and curricular activities their other roles lurk in the back of their mind
waiting for a moment to be called into duty. Guilt invades their thoughts of obligations such as
class assignments and work left behind and duties as a mother. Shelly explains how guilt impacts
the family ranch and school.
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I feel guilty that I need to do something that needed to be done for him (partner) or I feel
guilty that I didn’t do my school work or I may turn something in late or get to class late
or whatever it’s tough. It feels like you’re getting pulled and you’re not going to satisfy
somebody.
Dread looms in their mind as they prepare to leave their jobs to come to class. Telling your
employer you need to leave for class becomes a daunting task. Erna explains,
I think she would forget that I was going to class and I was kind of scared to remind her
and she would ask me to do something I try to do it really fast and I was always late to
my class. I could never make it there on time that was a problem.
A problem arises when campus students were late and had been marked as tardy. Depending on
requirements outlined in a syllabus, tardiness might result in loss of credit or reduction in grade.
A vicious circle starts when trying to satisfy employer and faculty needs and no one is satisfied.
In the end as Erna states, “it was a balancing act I was walking a fine line but I never made
everybody happy really.” Guilt, dread, fear, and satisfying others needs as they attempted to shift
into campus student role was overwhelming with eventually something giving in such as late to
class or a class assignment not completed.
From their interviews a broad definition of being a campus student included the
following descriptors:
•

Age 30 and older

•

Commuting to campus

•

Employed, full-time or part-time

•

Single, married, partner, divorced or separated

•

Mother
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•

Children including adult children

•

Enrollment status was full-time or part-time with limited amount of time spent on
campus after class

•

On-campus focus were classes and studying

•

Off-campus focus were other roles of mother and employee and parental obligations

•

Responsibility to self and family

•

Life experiences

•

Life-long learner

•

Goal to complete a degree.

Responsibility to self and family entails showing up to class, completing assignments and test,
and participating in class and being financially accountable to ensure money spent whether
personal and grant or loan resulted in completing a degree. Financial accountability was a
motivator for completion of a degree as Anne asserts, “if you quit that is all for nothing like I am
not going to get a half degree.” For many women, campus student role was secondary to their
primary role of either a mother or employer. When they are on campus they were a student and
when they leave they leave campus student role behind.
Summary of the Findings
The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe a transition process of women to a
role of college student as means to understand why they might not graduate. The research
question was how do adult women experience the transition process to college? Their transition
experience of moving into a campus student role was fraught with guilt, fear, being old, mistaken
identity and lack of information about services and resources. Through their ability to persevere
and move past these emotions and issues, my participants were able to embody the role
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of campus student and continue to pursue their college degree. Chapter Five will discuss the
findings using Schlossberg’s Transition Model and Sociocultural Theory to describe a transition
process to a campus student role.
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Chapter 5
Discussion of Findings
The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe a transition process of women to a
role of college student to understand why they might not graduate. Guiding this study was the
research question, how do women experience the transition process to college? Four themes
emerged representing their experience, they are: Mistaken Identity, Hide-n-Seek, Permission,
and A Campus Student. Through continued analysis of my participants’ information, the study
suggests a two-phase transition process, Phase 1-Transition and Phase 2-Ebb and Flow. The
chapter begins with an overview of the study, a brief summary of sociocultural theory as related
to this study, followed by Schlossberg’s Transition Model, and seguing into describing a twophase transition process. The final sections of this chapter will provide information on limitations
of the study and implications for policy, practice and future research.
Overview of the Study
The overarching problem is the increased risk of adult women dropping out of college.
The multiple roles of mother, employee, and student and the conflicts between the roles increase
adult women’s risk of dropping out of college in six years (Cruse, Eckerson, & Gualt, 2018;
Giancola, Grawitch, & Borchert, 2009; Horn, 1996). A focus of this study was to understand
how adult women experience the transition process and to describe the transition process from
the lens of Schlossberg’s Transition Model. Twenty women were recruited by two methods, inperson direct observations in a public setting and snowball sampling. Snowball sampling resulted
in recruiting 30 women over a nine-week time frame with 20 women consenting to participate.
Recruiting twenty women for my study increased an opportunity to diversify the sample by race
and ethnicity and age. The recruitment results were 10 Women of Color and 10 Caucasian, nine
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were between 30-39 years old, seven between 40-49 years old, and four between 50-60 years
old; nine were undergraduate and 11 graduate students. A qualitative method employing
thematic analysis resulted in four themes describing how the adult women experienced the
transition process. Regardless of their age, the women expressed “being old” as a factor in how
they experienced the campus and were perceived by the campus community.
Sociocultural Theory
Sociocultural theory recognizes how societies and cultures impact individual
development. Individual development is affected by social constructs about a race, ethnicity,
social class, age, gender, sexual identity, and physical ability (Hansman & Mott, 2010).
Additionally, interactions with institutions such as higher education including policies, programs
and staff and faculty impact individual development (Clark & Caffarella, 1999). Through
analysis of data, age was a prominent factor in my participants’ transition process. An issue of
age materialized through my participants’ views of being an older student and how university
staff mistakes them for parent, staff, or faculty.
The women’s sense of “being old” and mistaken identity influenced the women’s idea of
self and how they identified as a campus student. The visible aging body is acknowledged and
categorized by society rendering a social identity of being old (Bytheway, 2005). Furthermore,
society ascribes constructs for age-appropriate behaviors and institutional timetables (Bytheway,
2005; Levinson, 1986; Neugarten, 1976). For example, attending college beyond the age of 24 is
considered off time based on society’s prescribed time to attend college, which is immediately
after high school at the age of 18 years (Deil-Amen, 2011; Neugarten, 1976).
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Schlossberg’s Transition Model
According to Anderson, Goodman, and Schlossberg (2012) a transition is a process of
shedding a role and adapting to a new role, for example leaving an employee role and adapting to
retirement. The three stages of a transition process are moving-in, moving-through, and movingout for adaptation to a new role (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012). Moving-in
signifies an individual’s ability to become familiar with rules and expectations of a new role
followed by moving-through by practicing new behaviors and culminating with adaptation to a
new role or moving-out of transition (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012). The ultimate
goal for an individual is adaptation to a new role. This study recognized a difference in a
transition process. First, my participants were not leaving a role to become a campus student;
they were adding campus student as a new role to their already existing roles of mother and
employee. Second, two phases were deduced through analysis of themes and interview data.
Phase 1 is the transition process of moving-in, moving-through, and moving-out as they adapt to
their new role of campus student. Phase 2 is the ebb and flow of all their compartmentalized
roles through a role transition process.
Transition Process
Anderson, Goodman, and Schlossberg (2012) define a transition as “any event or
nonevent that results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles” (p.39).
In order to describe changing roles “the transition process requires the simultaneous analysis of
individual characteristics and external occurrences” (Schlossberg, 1981, p.3). Through the
interview process information was gathered about their individual characteristics of age, mother,
employee, and student. Their experiences or external occurrences materialized as a sense of
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being old, mistaken identity, searching for resources and services culminating in self-permission
to be a campus student.
Schlossberg’s transition model has three primary parts: Approaching Transition:
Transition Identification and Transition Process, Taking Stock of Coping Resources: The 4 S
System, and Taking Charge: Strengthening Resources (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg,
2012). This study’s primary emphasis was the transition process component of moving-in,
moving-through, and moving-out. According to Anderson, Goodman, and Schlossberg (2012)
moving-in is becoming familiar with a new role, moving-through understanding the role and
relationship and balancing all aspects and moving-out to a successful transition and adaptation to
a new role. A two-phase transition model provides a description of transitioning to a campus
student role and synchronization of all the roles. As a note, Schlossberg’s transition model was
developed as an approach to assist counselors and therapists when helping guide adults through a
transition (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012). The two-phase transition process is not
intended for therapeutic services but to describe the transition process to a campus student role
and how my participants many roles ebb and flow.
Phase 1
Phase 1 is an acquisition phase to learn, understand, and adapt to the campus student role.
This phase consists of four parts: triggering event, moving-in, moving-through, and moving-out.
In keeping with Schlossberg’s terminology, stage 1, 2, and 3 represent the same aspects of
moving-in, moving-through, and moving-out. Stage 1 describes the women’s perception of age
in relationship to begin a campus student and aspects of marginalization. Stage 2 explains
mistaken identity, learning to find resources, and organization of roles. Stage 3 represents the
culmination of the transition through adaptation of their experiences.
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Triggering Event
For the purpose of this study, a triggering event is defined as the reason or purpose
campus students enrolled in college, According to Anderson, Goodman, and Schlossberg (2012),
“Triggers stimulate individuals to look at themselves and their lives in a new way” (p. 68). My
participants triggering event for college enrollment is “giving back to the community and a role
model for my kids”, “I have two years of this education but without that official degree I could
not move up”, “to get a job making more than minimum wage”, “it’s always been something that
I wanted to do for myself”, and “I could get a degree and get a better job and not need child
support”. The research literature indicates the reasons adults enroll in collage are: improving
work opportunities or promotion, to provide a better life for their families and securing jobs
requiring postsecondary credentials (Chao & Good, 2004; CLASP, 2017; Deutsch & Schmertz,
2011; Mazzeo, Roberts, Spence, & Strawn, 2006; Plageman & Sabina, 2010; Wilsey, 2013).
Similarly, triggering event was for the purpose improving employment options and financial
stability.
Stage 1-Moving In
Moving-in is a process to understand aspects and expectations, rules and behaviors of a
new role (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012). Moving-In expectations were experienced
through questioning their capabilities to be a campus student. As they talked about being in
college the women stated, “I’m too old” and “I should have done this earlier” or “I’m getting too
old to have that kind of energy”. The women questioned their capabilities to compete with
younger students through comments such as “I’m old what are the odds that they are going to
take me over someone young.” Their perception of self in relationship to a campus student
resonated by remarks such as “I’m older, it’s different” or “because of my age compared to all
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the other people I see wandering around campus I feel very much older” and “I was older and
everybody else is young”. Kasworm (2005) noted societal perception of college is for the young,
which positions the women to question their capacity to compete for a coveted role of student
and be admitted into their degree-seeking department.
Marginalization is experienced through their inability to have a sense of community
within the campus culture. The inability to be part of the campus community resonated by
statements such as, “ I’m not a part of the campus life” or “I can’t say that I really feel like I’m a
part of the university”. Schlossberg (1989) states, “people in transition often feel marginal and
that they do not matter” (p. 6) impeding how they transition to their new role, thus a sense of
marginalization complicates the matter of becoming a campus student (Simi & Matusitz, 2016).
In summary, Moving-In is experienced through their age as being old and a sense of
marginalization. They struggled with societal and cultural expectations of they should already
have a college degree, and where they actually are, working towards a goal of completing a
degree. Additionally, sociocultural norms imply people within my participants age group should
have established a career or be closing in on retirement (Bjorklund, 2015), yet this was not the
case for these women. When they began to recognize “there are older students on campus” and
“I am here to learn, they began to “figure out how to fit in” to college and “to figure out what
student do I want to be.”
Stage 2-Moving Through
Moving-Through is to understand and practice the expectations, rules and behaviors of
the new role (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012). To understand their student status the
women realize they will be mistaken for a parent, staff, or faculty. Mistaken identity is a visual
assessment of an individual based on race, gender, and age (Nelson, 2005). Cuddy and Fiske
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(2004) state, “ Conscious or not, noticing age drives our interactions with others” (p. 3). Identity
assumptions are based on an age-graded society (Bjorklund, 2015) in which these
characterizations could be true as one participant states, “I could see how that would be, for me I
guess that would be my first assumption” that older people are not students. Another woman
stated, “Some think I’m the professor on campus and so it’s like technically if you look at it agewise.” The fact remains universities are age-graded to serve a younger population (Chen, 2017;
Wyatt, 2011). Being mistaken for parent, faculty or staff is an experience that is understood to be
an ongoing occurrence for their new role as a campus student.
The majority of my participants enrolled in college many years post high school
however; some had community college experience with limited knowledge of a higher education
system. A time lapse between high school to a university or transferring from a community
college to a university can cause problems and confusion with admissions, enrolling in classes,
and financial aid. One participant received an Associate’s degree many years ago and was treated
like a transfer student noting, “I really didn’t even know I needed an advisor.” Several
participants expected someone to contact them prior to the semester starting for advising and
enrolling in class but this was not the case, “nobody sat down to explain.” Learning how to
navigate a university’s system was through scouring the website and trying to find the right
person to ask questions. Likewise, orientation is “geared toward kids right of high school and the
parents” as a consequence this resource is age-graded limiting the information about resources
and services. The women found resources and services through family, friends, classmates and
alumni.
The concept of time is skewed in favor of the universities offering of classes and services
to the traditional student. Access to classes, student support services, financial aid, and academic
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advising occur during typical business hours often rendering these services inaccessible to adult
students (Choitz & Strawn, 2011; Deggs, 2011; Veney, O’Green, & Kowalik, 2012). My
participants indicated family and employment responsibilities were organized around their
classes and scheduled to a point they were a drive-by type student. In this sense drive-by meant
campus time was for classes and studying in-between classes then off to family and employment
responsibilities. An example of drive-by explained by a participant, “my work days I went in at
7:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m. went to my class then I had to go home and work the rest of my hours in
the afternoon.” Access to other services must be scheduled into their hectic schedules.
Mistaken identity was acknowledged and recognized as an issue that would be ongoing;
in fact many expected to be acknowledged as such. The women recognized a need for
“clarification from the beginning” of their student status when in contact with unfamiliar faculty
or staff. Accepting the university operates within an age-graded culture and will not change
during their tenure as a campus student increases their ability to transition their role.
Stage 3 Moving Out
Age was a salient characteristic occurring through out the transition process and
culminating in the theme of Permission in which the women give self-permission to be a campus
student. The women referenced their age by using an apologizing tone for being an older student
and a need to clarify they are a student when in the presence of campus staff before campus staff
negate their authenticity as a student. Sociocultural views and attitudes are represented through
labeling college students such as non- or not-traditional student, and adult or mature students. An
age-graded society defines college is for the 18 year old, immediately out of high school (DeilAmen, 2011) therefore placing the women out of sync to be a campus student. Participants
internal message about being to old to be a student along with being mistaken for parent or staff
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marginalizes their existence on campus. How my participants perceive these messages affects a
transition process and adaption to a college student role.
Marginal feelings were intensified when my participants were not recognized as students,
increasing their awareness of self and the messages they held inside about being to old. Adapting
to a campus student role was through the process of giving oneself permission. Permission came
about by the recognition of older students, “I realized there are older people there it’s ok for me
to learn,” and a source of pride for being an older student by “accept being an older student.”
Giving permission to be a student, having a source of pride for being an older student and
accepting oneself as an older student are forms of strategy within a transition process, which are
employed to change and reframe the situation (Anderson, Goodman, and Schlossberg, 2012).
Engaging in these types of strategies helped achieve a level of comfort of being a student.
Moving out is the final stage of a transition process culminating in acknowledgement of a
new role. Achieving adaptation to campus student role was gained through self-permission.
Recognizing older people throughout campus “I realized there are older people” and in class
“even though I was one of the oldest ones, I was not the oldest one” assisted the women to
acknowledge their student status. As a result of self-permission they are adapting to a campus
student role and ending their transition process.
Schlossberg’s transition model emphasizes, “letting go of aspects of the self; letting go of
former roles and learning new roles” (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012, p. 40);
whereas the adult women were not letting go of a role but adding a new role, campus student,
and changing aspects of self to adapt. To adapt to a campus student role involved learning how to
find hidden resources, creating peer support, navigating mistaken identity while managing
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mother and employee roles. Through organization and family support they were able to
synchronize campus student role to their existing roles.
Phase 2-Ebb and Flow of Roles
Schlossberg’s transition model basic premise is about losing a role and acquiring a new
role, for instance employee to retiree (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg, 2012). In the case of
this study, my participants are not losing a role they are gaining a role, that of campus student.
Ebb and flow of roles is another phase of the transition process to explain the continuous
transition between multiple roles. A key point, role transition, is a constant movement, ebb and
flow, and of change from one role to the next based on context of situation. Organization is
crucial for a smooth ebb and flow between roles.
Several of my participants had at least two roles mother and employee with campus
student becoming a third role. In order to be effective, synchronization of roles occurs with class
schedules and activities around family and employee responsibilities. For example many
participants explained organization of child care as, “my husband takes him to school and I get
off work earlier so I pick up” and arranging classes, “my husband can make his schedule so he
makes it around my classes and I make mine around his and it works” and extracurricular
activities for children, “volleyball, and cross country get here be here just had to organize all of
that in between classes and studying.” Through organization, the three roles are synchronized
resulting in an ebb and flow of roles.
Ebb and flow was transitioning from one role-mother to another role-campus student.
For example, a mother drops children off at school then comes to campus, the role shifts from
mother (ebb) to campus student (flow). However, one role was not replacing another; one role
recedes and available if needed, such as a call to pick up a sick child and in this case the mother

74

role flows forward and campus student recedes. Ebb and flow was recognized by participant
statements such as, “when I am at school I’m a student” and “once I leave campus there is so
much more things I have got to do.”
In summary, the transition is a two-phase process. Phase 1 is adaptation to campus
student role by understanding expectations of mistaken identity and hidden resources. Adaptation
to this new role is achieved by self-permission to be a student and present on campus. Phase 2 is
an ebb and flow of multiple roles in which a role recedes into the background while another role
becomes prominent for the situation. Phase 2 highlights a process of how multiple roles are
synchronized to be successful as a campus student.
Limitations of the Study
Numerous limitations exist for this study. A limitation to this study was the willingness
of my participants to look back on their life and experiences in college. The majority of my
participants had previous college experience either immediately after high school or in their early
20’s therefore interview data is subjected to recollection of past information and an impact on
how they transition into college. Interviews were the only source of data collection thus selfreported data reflects what my participants chose to report. Another limitation to this study was
the age range. My study recruited women between the ages of 30-60 years old thus providing a
wide age range for analysis instead of collapsed to one specific age group such as 30 to 40 years
of age. Another limitation to this study was sample population was females. Finally, participants
were from a single university limiting the generalizability of the study.
Implications for Policy, Practice and Future Research
This study sought to describe women’s transition process experiences to a college student
role. The information provided by my participants help guide implications for policy, practice
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and future research. Policy implications are to address eliminating negative and marginalizing
labels, practice entail improving orientation, academic advising and support services and staff
professional development to meet campus student needs. Future research provides information
on a need for continued studies in the area of transition process for campus students,
Schlossberg’s transition model, and ageism related to being a campus student.
Policy
College student is a term broadly understood from a sociocultural perspective as an
individual beginning college “immediately after high school, enrolls full-time, and lives on
campus and ready to begin college level classes” (Deil-Amen, 2011, p.1). In contrast, researchers
have often applied the term nontraditional student with the characteristics of the following: 25
years or older, children or other dependents, race and ethnicity, full or part-time enrollment, full
or part-time employment, delayed enrollment to college by one year or more, financially
independent for purposes of financial aid, lower socioeconomic status, first generation,
continuing generation, high school diploma or GED and numerous other attributes (Allen, 1993;
Bean & Metzner, 1985; Choy, 2002; Exposito & Bernheimer, 2012; Gershun & Rainey, 2006;
Horn, 1996). Researchers have used other terms such as Adult Learners, Adult Students, MatureAge Adult Learners, Nontraditional Adult Learners and Working Learners (Compton, Cox, &
Laanan 2006; Kasworm, 2003; Martin & Chen, 2016; Rabourn, BrckaLorenz & Shoup, 2018).
The multitude of terms used to label students who do not fit the characteristics of a “college
student” have common attributes, which are age, employment, enrollment status, race and
ethnicity and degree seeking. Through my study I have added another label that being a campus
student that materialized through the women’s interviews and descriptions of their student role
and their definition of a student.
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Campus student characteristics were similar to the research literature such as age, gender
identification of female, enrollment and employment status, children, commuting, and a goal to
complete a degree. I purposefully sampled women age 30 and older based on literature review
demonstrating increased number of women enrolling as college students and the university
average of 57% female population is consistent with the national averages (Institutional Website,
2018; Kasworm, 2003; NCES, 2017). However, the attributes of on-campus and off-campus
focus, responsibility to self and family, life experiences and life-long learner were salient for all
of my participants’ description of a student. On-campus and off-campus focus speaks to the
amount of time available which is typically limited to time spent in class and studying in
between classes. Whereas, off-campus focus was time spent on family or employer
responsibilities with class tasks and assignments on the back burner. A role shift from mother or
employee to campus student becomes evident when attributes of on-campus and off-campus
focus were included. Overall, a campus student is the same as nontraditional student and adult
learners or students with a labeling modification to remove issues of semantics based on usage of
adult or mature by being inclusive and an attempt to eliminate a negative connotation.
From a semantics perspective, the terms adult and mature or mature-age adult have a
similar meaning. The definition of adult is “having attained full size and strength; grown up;
mature” and mature is fully developed in body and mind, as a person” (Dictionary.com). On one
end of the spectrum a traditional societal norm of a college student is 18 years and an adult and
on the other end of the spectrum is a nontraditional student over 24 years old and an adult and a
college student. Regardless of age, an individual admitted and enrolled in college courses is a
college student. What creates this semantic conundrum is sociocultural allusion of college

77

student and adult. College student and adult development are shaped by an age-based society
signifying age appropriate behavior and roles.
Adult development entails five stages of adulthood that are age-graded, they are:
emerging adulthood (18-24 years), early adulthood (25-39 years), middle adulthood (40-64
years), older adulthood (65-74 years), and late adulthood (75 + years) (Bjorklund, 2015). As to
be expected emerging adulthood aligns with the “imagined norm” of entering college
immediately after high school, living on campus and financially dependent (Carnevale, Smith,
Melton, & Price, 2015; Deil-Amen, 2011). However, entering college immediately post high
school is less a norm than in years past. According to Carnevale, Smith, Melton, and Price
(2015), this type of college student “has not been the norm at U.S. postsecondary institutions for
more than 30 years” (p.1) with 53% of full-time and 79% part-time students are employed
between the ages of 16 to 64 years (NCES, 2018) and are considered working learners some with
children and family responsibilities. As a result, the demographics of a college student are all
ages, full or part-time employment, full or part-time enrollment, has children and family
responsibilities. However, from a sociocultural perspective the “imagined norm” of a college
student has not changed as evidenced by mistaken identity in which faculty, staff, and students
assumed my participants were parents, staff or faculty.
Adult development signifies changes in roles and differences between age groups. My
participants recognize their age difference and life experiences they bring to the classroom. Also,
they recognized how they were treated when registering for orientation, participating in campus
fairs and poster presentations. The recognized differences add to their own perception of self
often resulting in moments of doubt and guilt about being a college student. The multitude of
labels assigned to describe and quantify students only adds to their self-perception.
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Numerous labels have been assigned to students to describe and categorize their existence
on college campuses. Every label has a meaning attached to signal an importance for colleges to
recognize potential risk factors leading to increased dropouts. In particular, Horns (1996) seven
characteristics of a nontraditional undergraduate student are delayed enrollment, part-time
student, works full-time, financially independent for purposes of financial aid, has dependents
other than spouse, single parent, and a high school diploma, GED or other certificate was and
continues to be utilized to understand risk factors. What should be noted based on research such
as Carnevale, Smith, Melton, & Price, is a majority of students are nontraditional based on Horns
description thus increasing risk of dropping out. But further compounding labeling of students is
the stigmatization associated with the label as in the case of nontraditional. The prefix nonsignifies an absence among their peers and the representation of “not” a student. The majority
student status is traditional whereas nontraditional announces a minority status and less worthy
of a college education. My participants experienced marginalization by the university attaching a
descriptive term of nontraditional and by visually labeling my participants by experiences such
as, “parent tables are over there.”
Labeling students such as nontraditional, mature age or adult draws attention to their
difference mainly in age, which perpetuates ageist attitudes and behaviors towards campus
students. Additionally, ageism occurs through staff and others visual perception of campus
students not belonging in the category of student, and orientation and access to resources are not
geared toward their needs and time frames. The perceptions and behaviors towards age are
reinforced by culture and society (Butler, 1969; Nelson, 2011).
Students who are older recognize their age difference and labels such as nontraditional
student, adult learner, and mature-age student that increases their awareness of how different

79

they are than traditional age students. Additionally, these labels can be nebulous based on
different meanings and societal emphasis of the word. For example, nontraditional has
commonly been recognized as someone age 25 and older as a mechanism for determining
financially independent for financial aid (Department of Education, Financial Student Aid,
2017). Furthermore, Horns (1996) seven characteristics delayed enrollment, part-time student,
works full-time, financially independent for purposes of financial aid, has dependents other than
spouse, single parent, and a high school diploma, GED are qualifiers for financial aid and the
characteristics represent risk factors for dropping out yet many students regardless of age meet
one of these characteristics. Carnevale, Smith, Melton, & Price (2015) found nearly 14 million
college students are working at least 30 hours a week while attending college full-time and parttime classifying them as nontraditional. Adult and mature-age student label are vague terms and
can be applied to any student 18 years and older. To move away from age related labeling, which
reinforces society and cultural ideation of a college student, colleges and universities could shift
toward a common term such as student or postsecondary student and learn about students
“academically, culturally, and personally” (Exposito & Bernheimer, 2012, p. 188) to improve
retention.
Practice
Several topics emerged during my interviews that provide relevance for assisting with a
transition process. One topic was orientation in which there were good and bad points. For
participants new to the campus, orientation provided a campus tour and an opportunity to meet
classmates. Only one participant was a first-time student required to attend the mandatory
orientation, which added an extra cost to the student’s tuition and fees. With many women
struggling to support family and pay for education an additional charge increases their unmeet
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expenses of tuition and fees limiting their ability to pay for textbooks and supplies (Noll,
Reichlin, & Gualt, 2017; Ziskin, Fisher, Torres, Pelliciotti, & Player-Sanders, 2014).
Additionally, orientation was often scheduled at times that these adult students were not
available. Restructuring orientation fees and times could increase campus student participation.
Furthermore, several of my participants pointed out, orientation was geared towards the 18 yearold students and parents, which limited any information they received. Universities should
develop orientation programs for campus students presenting information on academic advising,
financial aid, information on resources and restructure cost associated with attending. With
advancements in technology universities could develop podcast or YouTube content for students
unable to attend an orientation program.
Academic advising, student support offices and classes typically operate on traditional
business days and hours, Monday through Friday, 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. (Choitz & Strawn,
2011). Advances in technology have created many avenues for people to stay in contact such as
Face Time, Skype, and Google Hang Out. Utilization of this type of technology could change the
service providing method to meet student’s availability. Also, re-organizing office hours to be
extend beyond 5:00 p.m. and staffing offices on Saturday can improve access.
Mistaken identity in the form of being addressed as a parent occurred with many of my
participants and in many instances they were told “parents table over there” or asked “is this for
your daughter or son?” To restate Cuddy and Fiske (2004), “Conscious or not, noticing age
drives our interactions with others” (p.3). Staff professional development should provide
customer service skills to include asking questions such as “how can I help you?” instead of an
automatic assumption based on age. More importantly is class instruction in an area of adult
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development to understand their developmental needs and how to address adult requirements in
relation to education and career goals.
Future Research
This study was limited to women between the ages of 30 and 60 years old. The selection
of this sample population was based on limited research describing a transition process using
Schlossberg’s transition model as a guide. Although my participants were diverse in age, race
and ethnicity, and class standing, the findings are not generalizable. While it is beyond the scope
of this study to address all of the sociocultural factors that might affect a transition process,
further research is warranted. A sociocultural factor resonating throughout my data was age or
“being old”. The participants’ recognition of their age and being mistaken for parent, staff, and
faculty emerges as a form of ageism. Butler coined ageism and defined it as, “prejudice by one
age group toward other age groups” (Butler, 1969, p. 243). Ageism is prevalent on college
campuses through mission statements, attitudes, policies and programing (Cuddy & Fisk, 2004;
Nelson, 2005; Simi & Matusitz, 2016). This study exposed ageism as a primary concern for my
participants regardless of their age group therefore continued research on college students and
ageism is merited.
A study with participants’ age 25 to 29 years of age is needed to understand their
experiences transitioning to college since this study did not include that age range. Although the
study participants were 10 Women of Color and 10 Caucasian, race and ethnicity were not
discussed as factors impacting a transition process. Therefore, further research is necessary to
understand how race and ethnicity influence a transition. This study was limited to women thus
additional research is needed to include a wider representation of gender identity. Carnevale,
Smith, Melton, & Price (2015) indicated 14 million people were working and enrolled in higher
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education institutions therefore a study on all working students exploring their transition process
is recommended.
Schlossberg’s transition model has three primary parts: Approaching Transition:
Transition Identification and Transition Process, Taking Stock of Coping Resources: The 4 S
System, and Taking Charge: Strengthening Resources (Anderson, Goodman, & Schlossberg,
2012). Schlossberg’s model identifies a type of transition as either anticipated, unanticipated, or
a nonevent; this model did not use these types of transition identifiers. Furthermore, this study
was limited to the Transition Process of Moving-In, Moving-Through, and Moving-Out. Future
studies are recommended employing Schlossberg’s Transition Model. Understanding students’
transition experiences and process is important to advance students’ success and completion.
Conclusion
The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe a transition process of women to a
role of college student to understand why they might not graduate. The transition process
materialized as two phases; Phase 1 was acquisition of the role campus student through the
transition process of moving-in, moving-through, and moving-out stages. Phase 2 was ebb and
flow stage of moving in and out of primary roles such as mother and employee to campus
student and then back to primary roles when they leave campus. The research question was how
do women experience the transition process to college? The four themes of A Campus Student,
Mistaken Identity, Hide-n-Seek, and Permission described their transition experiences. NCES
(2017) data shows a slow and steady increase in women in the age group of 25 years and older,
and to improve retention and completion higher education institutions should examine their
polices an move beyond negative labeling and embrace each student “academically, culturally,

83

and personally” (Exposito & Bernheimer, 2012, p. 188). As one women said, “know your
audience and build supports just like you do for traditional undergraduate and graduate students.”
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Appendix A
Study Protocol
Procedure

Time Line

Submit IRB
IRB Approval
Participant Recruitment
Begins
Interviews
1. Anne
Follow-Up
2. Lucy
Follow-Up
3. Rita
Follow-Up
4. Katherine
Follow-Up
5. Audrey
Follow-Up
6. Mary
Follow-Up
7. Marie
Follow-Up
8. Shelly
Follow-Up
9. Jane
Follow-Up
10. Misty
Follow-Up
11. Virginia
Follow-Up
12. Mildred
Follow-Up
13. Piccolina
Follow-Up
14. Rose
Follow-Up
15. Ada
Follow-Up
16. Lorraine
Follow-Up
17. Pearl
Follow-Up

April, 2018

Actual Date
(Insert Actual Date)
April 5, 2018
May 7, 2018
May 8, 2018

May 1, 2018
May 14-July 31, 2018

June 1, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 4, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 7, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 8, 2018
June 15, 2018
June 13, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 15, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 17, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 19, 2018
June 21, 2018
June 20, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 22, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 25, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 25, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 26, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 29, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 29, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
June 30, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
July 3, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
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Interviews
18. Margret
Follow-Up
19. Erna
Follow-Up
20. Miriam
Follow-Up
Additional Contact with
Participant (Insert Below
Participant Number &
Reason for Contact)

Additional Follow-Ups
(Insert Below Participant
Number)

May 14-July, 31, 2018
July 5, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
July 5, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
July 10, 2018
No Follow-Up Required
Insert Date Below

No Additional Contact
Needed with any
participant
As Needed
No Additional Contact
Needed with any
participant
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Insert Date Below

Appendix B
Study Protocol Deviation
Procedure
IRB Modification

Recruitment
Ceased

Procedure Change
(Note Changes
Below)
Changed age range
from 35-50 to 30-60.

Recruitment of
participants ceased
until Modification
approved
Recruitment Flyer Recruitment flyer
changed to reflect
new age range
Interviews
Participants
Ceased
scheduled for
interviews ceased
until approved
Consent Form
Consent Form
changed to reflect
new age
IRB Modification Modification of new
Approved
age range approved
along with
recruitment flyer and
consent form
Recruitment
Recruiting
Resumed
participants 30-60
years of age

Effect of Change

Date of Change

Received numerous
emails from
potential participants
below the age of 35
and above the age of
50. Broader
participant pool
Delayed
Recruitment

IRB Modification
submitted on
May 29, 2018

Delayed until
approved

May 29, 2018

Delayed and
Rescheduled

May 29, 2018

Consenting delayed
until approved

May 29, 2018

Broadened
recruitment range

Approved
May 31, 2018

Recruitment started
and interviews
scheduled

May 31, 2018
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May 29, 2018

Appendix C
Transcript Information
Participant
1. Anne
2. Lucy
3. Rita
4. Katherine
5. Audrey
6. Mary
7. Marie
8. Shelly

Interview YouTube
Date
Transcription
Date
06/01/18
06/21/18
06/04/18
06/23/18
06/07/18
06/15/18
06/8 &
06/20/18
06/15/18
06/13/18
06/24/15
06/15/18
06/24/18
06/17/18
06/20/18
06/19 &
06/23/18
06/21/18
06/20/18
06/23/18
06/22/18
06/25/18
06/25/18
07/01/18
06/25/18
07/03/18
06/26/18
07/02/18

Review and
Edited Date

Emailed to Returned
Participant Date

07/30/18
07/30/18
07/30/18
07/30/18

07/30/18
07/30/18
07/30/18
07/30/18

No Response
07/31/18
08/07/18
08/01/18

07/30/18
07/30/18
07/30/18
07/30/18

07/30/18
07/30/18
07/30/18
07/30/18

08/14/18
08/25/18
No response
No response

9. Jane
07/30/18
07/30/18
No response
10. Misty
08/20/18
08/20/18
09/09/18
11. Virginia
08/20/18
08/20/18
No response
12. Mildred
07/30/18
07/30/18
No response
13.
08/22/18
08/22/18
No response
Piccolina
14. Rose
06/29/18
07/01/18
08/25/18
08/25/18
No response
15. Ada
06/29/18
07/02/18
08/25/18
08/25/18
09/04/18
16. Lorraine 06/30/18
07/02/18
08/25/18
08/25/18
09/10/18
17. Pearl
07/03/18
*
18. Margret 07/05/18
07/05/18
08/25/18
08/25/18
09/25/18
19. Erna
07/05/18
07/07/18
08/25/18
08/25/18
No response
20. Miriam
07/10/18
**
08/25/18
08/25/18
08/28/18
* Pearl audio recording failed therefore no transcript
** Miriam was transcribed from the audio recording and not through YouTube
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Appendix D
Figure 1. Protocol for Direct Recruitment of Participants Unknown to the Student
Investigator in a Public Setting
Observe in public, open access areas.

Approach all potential participants ≥ 30 & ≤ 60

No

Potential
participant
approached

Record reason not
approached on recruitment
tracking sheet

Yes
Introduce self & provide a brief
explanation of the study

Potential
participant ≥ 30
& ≤ 60 interested
in participating?

No

Ineligible or not interested
Thank the individual for time
& record refusal/ineligible on
recruitment tracking sheet

Yes
Explain consent form &
ask participant to sign

No

Refusal
Thank the individual for time &
record refusal on recruitment
tracking sheet

Ask if participant has time for an
interview or schedule interview
Record interview on SemiStructured Initial Interview
Protocol
Schedule Interview record
information on Recruitment
Tracking Sheet

Repeat process until 20 eligible
participants have been recruited
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Appendix E
Script for Direct Recruitment of Participants Unknown to the Student Investigator in a
Public Setting
Student Investigator (SI): Hello, may I interrupt you?
Individual: Yes—If no, walk away from the individual and return to observing
SI: My name is Laura Bennett, a doctoral student at UNLV in the College of Education. I am
currently working on my dissertation about adult women in college. To do this, I am asking
women who are at least 35 years old or older if they would be willing to be interviewed. Are you
at least 35 years old?
Individual: Yes—If no, provide the flyer (Attachment I), explain if they know anyone that
might be interested to pass along the flyer and the person can contact me directly. Thank the
person for their time. Record on Direct Observation Recruitment Tracking Sheet (Attachment G)
SI: That means you would be eligible to be interviewed. If you are interested, at least 1 interview
will occur lasting no more than 60 minutes with a potential follow-up interview lasting no more
than 60 minutes. The interviews will occur at your discretion and can be completed in-person,
Face Time or Skype. The interview will be about your college experience, reason for attending
college, a typical day for you and any information you think is important for me to understand
about you being a college student. I will keep all information confidential. After the interviews I
will only contact you to review the transcription and any reports for accuracy, if you are
interested. Address any questions from the individual. Are you interested in participating?
Individual: Yes—If no, ask the individual if she would like to share why she does not want to
participate. If the individual provides information, record information on the Direct Observation
Recruitment Tracking Sheet (Attachment G) and thank the individual for the time and walk
away. If the individual does not want to say, thank the individual for the time and walk away.
SI: Review the consent form (Attachment J) with the individual and provide a copy. Address any
questions from the individual concerning the consent form and/or study. Ask the individual if she
has time to complete the first interview. If the participant has time complete form and interview.
Record interview on the Interview and Observation Protocol form (Attachment K). If not
schedule a date, time, and place or Face Time or Skype. Record on Recruitment Tracking Sheet
(Attachment G)
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Appendix F
Direct Observation Recruitment Tracking Sheet
Date
&
Time

Location

Eligible
Yes or
No
(Noexplain)

Willing
to
Participate
Y or N
(N-explain

Name
&
Method
to
contact

Consent
Form
Explained
Yes or N0
(Noexplain)
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Consented
Yes or No
(NExplain)

Interviewed
(I) or
Scheduled
(S)
Date, Time,
Location or
Face Time
or Skype

Reason for
not
approaching

Appendix G
Recruitment Flyer
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Appendix H
Introductory Letter
Date: ________________________
Name of Potential Participant: ____________________________
Tittle of Study: Exploring transitions back and into college: Stories of adult women
Dear: _____________________
I am writing to you about your interest in participating in the dissertation study about Exploring
transitions back and into college: Stories of adult women. Laura Bennett is conducting this
study with the Co-Principal Investigator Dr. Stefani Relles. The purpose of this study is to
address educational transition of adult women to the role of college student.
You participation in the study is voluntary in which you will be participating in an initial
introductory interview with numerous follow-up interviews. The study seeks to hear your story
of why you enrolled in college, the challenges and support encountered. The information you
give will be used to help the investigator to explain the complexity of single mothers
transitioning to college.
Included in this email is the Consent Form to participate in the study. Please take the time to read
the consent form. I will contact you via email within 7 days from the date of this letter to
schedule the initial interview.
Thank you very much for reading this letter
Sincerely
Laura Bennett
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Appendix I

Informed Consent Form
Department of Educational Psychology and Higher Education
TITLE OF STUDY: Exploring Transition Back and Into College: Stories of Adult Women
INVESTIGATOR(S) AND CONTACT PHONE NUMBERS:
Dr. Stefani Relles (702-895-5393), Laura Bennett (702-561-8474)
For questions or concerns about the study, you may contact Dr. Stefani Relles at
702-895-5393.
For questions regarding the rights of research subjects, any complaints or comments regarding
the manner in which the study is being conducted you may contact the UNLV Office of
Research Integrity – Human Subjects at 702-895-2794, toll free at 877-895-2794, or via
email at IRB@unlv.edu.
Purpose of the Study
You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to address
educational transition of adult women to the role of college student.
Participants
You are being asked to participate in the study because you meet the follow criteria:
• Female
• Age 30 to 60 years old
• Undergraduate or Graduate Student at UNLV
Procedures
If you volunteer to participate in the study you will be asked to do the following: Participate in
one interview for at least 60 minutes and a potential follow-up interview for 60 minutes. All
interviews will be audio recorded. Participation in this study may take a total of 2 hours between
the initial and follow-up interviews. Interview times will be scheduled based on your availability.
Location of the interview is based on your convience therefore the interview can occur on
campus, at public location or by Skype, FaceTime or Google Hangout.
Benefits of Participation
There may not be direct benefits to you as a participant in this study. However, we hope to learn
about transitioning to the role of college student
Risks of Participation
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There are risks involved in all research studies. This study may include only minimal risk of
becoming uncomfortable when answering some questions.
Cost/Compensation
There may not be financial cost to you to participate in this study. The study will take two (2)
hours of your time. You will not be compensated for your time
Confidentiality
All information gathered in this study will be kept as confidential as possible. No reference will
be made in written or oral materials that could link you to this study. All records will be stored in
a locked facility at UNLV for three (3) years after the completion of the study. After the storage
time the information gathered will be destroyed.
Voluntary Participation
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to participate in this study or
in any part of this study. You may withdraw at any time without prejudice to your
relations with UNLV. You are encouraged to ask questions about this study at the
beginning or any time during the research study.
Participant Consent:
I have read the above information and agree to participate in this study. I have been able to ask
questions about the research study. I am at least 18 years of age. A copy of this form has been
given to me.
_______________________________________

________________________

Signature of Participant

Date

_____________________________________
Participant Name (Please Print)
Audio Recording
I agree to be audio recorded for the purpose of this research study
________________________________________

________________________

Signature of Participant

Date

________________________________________
Participant Name (Please Print)
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Appendix J
Semi-Structured Interview Protocol
Note: Prior to commencement of interview ask participant if she agrees to be audio
recorded
Complete protocol for each participant
Participant Pseudonym and Number __________________________
Date: ________________________
Agrees to be Audio Recorded (check one): Yes:___________ No:___________
Time Interview Begins: __________ End Time: __________ Length: __________
Interview Type (check the one that applies):
Face-to-Face:__________
Skype/Face Time:________ Phone:___________
Research Questions:
How do adult women experience the transition process to college?
Interview
Notes
Questions
Tell me your college
experience

Observations

Tell me the purpose
or reason for college

Tell me about your
supports-friends,
family
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Memo After
Interview

Interview
Notes
Questions
Tell me about
university resources
or supports you used

Observations

Do you feel like you
are a student?

What is your
definition of
student?
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Memo After
Interview

Appendix K
Interview Questions, Schlossberg’s Transition Model and Sociocultural Theory
Interview
Questions

Tell me
your
college
experience
Tell me
about your
supportsfriends,
family
Tell me
about
university
resources
or
supports
you used
Do you
feel like
you are a
student?
What is
your
definition
of
student?

Research
Question
How do
women
experience
the
transition
process to
college?
X

Situation

Self

Support

Strategy

Sociocultural

Moving
In

Moving
Through

Moving
Out

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
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Appendix L
A Priori Codebook
Schlossberg’s Transition Model
Situation
Trigger/Event
Timing/When
How long/Duration

Self
Age
SES
Health
Outlook
Positive
Negative

Support
Family
Friends
Community
College

Moving-In
Recognizing Rules
Understanding
Roles
Expectations
Familiar with
Behaviors

Moving-Through
Learn Rules
Learn Roles

Moving-Out
Adaptation
Lack of Adaptation

Balance

Change

Age
Age when
enrolled

Race/Ethnicity
American
Indian
Alaska Natives

Sociocultural Factors
Socioeconomic Gender
Poverty
Female

Working at
Minimum
Wage
Hispanic/Latina Working above
minimum wage
Asian
Below Poverty
American
Black/African
Salary
American
White
Middle Class
Low Middle
Class
Not employed
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MtF

Strategies
Plans
Flexibility

Sexual Identity
Bigender
Bicurious
Bisexual
Straight
Gay
Lesbian
Queer
Pansexual

Appendix M
Coding Document
Participant Code
Code
Initials
Insert Insert
Page # Page #
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.

Code
Insert
Page #

Code
Insert
Page #

Code
Insert
Page #
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Code
Insert
Page #

Code
Insert
Page #

Code
Insert
Page #

Code
Insert
Page #
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